
Red Letter Challenge 
Series Focus 

As disciples of Jesus we believe that through the power of the Holy Spirit 
we are called to become more and more like Jesus, but how does this 
happen in our lives?  At the end of His Sermon on the Mount Jesus 
challenges us to not only hear His words, but to put them into practice.  
Over the next 40 days as we make our way as the family of Hope, we will 
seek to hear the words of Jesus and then act on them as together we take 
The Red Letter Challenge. 
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Focus 

Every parent has had the frustrating experience of telling their child one 
thing and then watching them do the opposite, God has the same 
experience with us. The reason He has given us His Word is because He 
wants us to live according to His Word. The Words of Jesus are meant not 
only to be heard, but to be listened to; He actually calls us to put them into 
practice! 

Sermon 

Grace and peace to you in Jesus’ name!   

This is exciting!  We’re into the Red Letter Challenge.  6 weeks / 40 days of 
diving into Jesus’ own words and the impact they have for our lives and for 
our church in our community! It’s an opportunity for you to grow in faith 
and stretch beyond your comfort zone more than ever.  That stretching 
thing reminds me of how... 

Within weeks of getting settled in Taiwan I happened upon a first spiritual 
encounter in local tradition and my reaction was challenging. 



One morning, I was biking through the alley next to an open-ended single 
story building which was attached to the end of a row of traditional houses. 
I noticed some excitement inside and circled back to watch from a porch 
across the way from the place.   

There was one main man inside, a couple other people looking on, and the 
man was twisting and shaking and thrusting a little chair in in the air and 
would go from murmuring, chanting, and wailing, and it was the shrieks 
that shouts that had caught my attention.  As it went on, and the scene 
flashed between limp to locked, and floppy to  frenetic, and I realized I was 
watching a person calling on spirits to possess him, to speak through, and 
use him to vocalize the responses to the situation of the other onlookers.  It 
was a passionate and twisted piece of work. It was horrible to see a human 
being bent to a will not his own.  It was just so otherworldly and freakish to 
my eyes and heart. 

And then a wave of sadness and dread hit me, loathing and fear began to 
wring my heart.  It shook me up. This was really happening right in front of 
me; here I was a Christian missionary, and never could’ve I imagined such a 
thing, and it was going on just feet from the window of my rented room. 

Well, when I arrived for morning devotions, I was shaken, and even shed a 
tear or two in distress and sadness at the stark realization of evil at work in 
the world.  I had come to Taiwan with the intention to teach and do mission 
work and while just beginning to prepare I had come across an power and a 
darkness I could not comprehend.  I responded emotionally, recognizing 
the challenge of this foreign worldview that trapped people wholly in 
darkness.  I was a bit shocked that the experience hit me as hard as it did, 
and even while the picture of what that looked like to me was changing, 
God was not about to have me run away and hide or to let go of the plan.  
He took two months and turned them into two years and those into twelve, 
and hundreds, probably thousands of lives were touched, not just through 
me but through those on the journey with me in those days.  We saw 
battles and baptisms.  We saw bitter struggle and sweet victory. 



So I’m here to say we never have to settle for less than what God has 
planned for us.  God has so much for us, and I saw this as I shared my 
experience with my coworkers at devotions that morning.  What was 
apprehension and fear turned into something completely different as He 
intended, not as I did.  

You just don’t want to settle for anything less than Jesus love and 
righteousness in this world.  God’s has great plans for us! 

Jesus has put us in play to combat uncertainty, darkness, and fear, not just 
way out there in strange lands but right here, right where we are, in the 
familiar territory of our neighborhood and communities, and families and 
hearts and lives.  He means for us to be there for one another and truly live 
like His disciples.  That’s who we all are, in truth. 

In Matthew 9:37, “Jesus said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the 
workers are few.” 

There is work to be done and Jesus invites us to be His disciples, to be His 
dedicated workers.  But there’s something we need to pay attention for a 
moment.  We need to take stock of where we’re at: if we are His workers, 
how are we doing?  How are we representing Jesus right here right now?   

We are miserably failing.  I’m sure some of you would say that’s not right, 
that’s too harsh. 

When I think of Jesus, when you think of Jesus, some of the first words that 
come to our minds are grace, love, kindness, joy...and...?   

But while followers of Jesus speaking asked about fellow Jesus followers say 
positive things, some say negative things, and the real test is to see what 
the one’s we are trying to reach think.  What do they say? 

In 2007, authors David Kinnamon and Gabe Lyons spent three years polling 
young, unchurched Americans to find out what they thought about 
Christians.  They published their findings in a book called “unChristian.”  
Millions of young people, they discovered, see Jesus followers as 
judgmental, hypocritical, anti-homosexual, too political, old-
fashioned, out of touch, insensitive, and boring. 



Pretty unreal, huh!  You’re thinking, that’s unfair on all kinds of levels.  Why 
don't these folks recognize all the good things we do, like loving the people 
around us, providing for our families, and supporting needy families with 
Hastings Family Services, or our wonderful preschool, gathering shoes, and 
packing meals for Feed My Starving Children? 

The answer is that, fair or not, the characterizations of us as judgmental, 
homophobic bigots have stuck.  But this is only half the answer.  A shocking 
50 percent of respondents said they base their negative views on personal 
contacts with Christians.  As the authors write, "Many of those outside of 
Christianity ... reject Jesus because they feel rejected by Christians."   

We haven’t always represented Christ well.  But if Jesus is known for grace, 
which is getting a free gift you don’t deserve, and we are known for 
judgment, which is getting what you do deserve, we have miserably failed.  
Judgment and grace are opposites.  We have missed the mark.  If Jesus is 
known for unity and we are known for division, we’ve missed the mark.  If 
Jesus is known for His good works and we are known for our hypocrisy 
we’ve missed the mark.  

And so, our encounter with Jesus in the Red Letter Challenge is aimed at 
helping us change all that.  It brings us together with Jesus on His terms.  It 
will help us develop a capacity to not only know that Jesus has done all He 
has for us but to let that power us to represent the real Jesus.  If we can 
give the right expression of who Jesus really is, Jesus can use that to 
help someone else fall in love with Him too.  Who wouldn’t fall in love 
with a loving, kind, gracious, merciful God?  How else are they going to see 
or know a Him but through us? We have to change the picture we are 
telling of Jesus.  Somehow, even in our good intentions, we’ve not just missed 
by a little bit.  We’ve entirely missed the mark. 

After all that Jesus has done for me, I’m unsatisfied, really unsatisfied, with 
representing Jesus in the way we have been described.  We are called to 
bring people close to Jesus by how we live, and somehow people are 
rejecting Christianity by the way that we live.  It’s impossible to live with 
that, so thank God for forgiveness and for a life to live in Christ.  We’ve got 



to give everything that we possibly can towards changing the image we 
give of Jesus. 

Knowing the grace that He’s won for me, knowing the grace that He’s given 
me, knowing how he’s changed my life.  I can not and will not just sit back 
and let this be the picture we show of Jesus, not in Taiwan, not here, not 
anywhere.  We won’t sit back, we will attack.  Enough with the struggling 
and move on something sure, and real, and true, but not new...   

This means we’ve got to pick better targets, and we need to own those 
targets.  But be careful about that, the targets you pick are truly yours and 
yours alone.  If you’re shooting at someone else’s life it’ll all end up running 
right out from under you.  Pastor Zach Zehnder talks about how in the  

2004 Olympics a champion sharpshooter was known to be the best shooter 
in the world, hands down, knock-out, stone cold best, until he shot the 
wrong target and lost out completely on any medal.  You’ll hear how he 
tells it when you check out the small group videos, the shooter was 
Matthew Emmons.  

So here’s the thing. And everybody gets it.  The greatest shooter in the 
world still has to know what he is shooting for or it doesn’t matter.  If you 
shoot at or focus on the wrong thing, you’ll never hit what you need to hit.   

As Christians, we can have the best intentions in the world, but if we are 
getting waylaid, or worse, succeeding at things that don’t actually matter in 
our faith, then we will do more harm than good.  Then without picking or 
executing on our good targets we prove all the dumb stuff people think 
about Christians ( judgmental, divisive, hypocrisy, bigotry, racism, out of 
touch, old fashioned, and boring).   

The Red Letter Challenge is all about working the targets, the right targets, 
Jesus’ words.  It’s been  His idea all along.  He wants us to own our targets!   

Matthew reading... 

So, did anyone see the Big Bad Wolf in the reading from Matthew like I did?  
Who is he after, right? 



What Jesus is saying there lines up with other places like in Luke 11:28: 
"Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it." And 
James, the brother of Jesus, says it even more simply in James 1:22: "Do 
not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it 
says." 

It may seem very unoriginal, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t a revolutionary 
idea!   This will change not just the followers of Jesus, but the world in 
which we live! 

Jesus has called us to be his disciples.  We get to represent Him.  We have 
that opportunity.  And I believe that following after Jesus is not a burden, 
but the greatest single opportunity of our lives.  And the stakes are too 
high and too important for us to simply be going through the motions and 
not knowing if we are effective or not.  So, how about putting Jesus’ words 
into practice. 

These are the targets.  They have been boiled down to 5 basic thoughts: 

Being - Forgiving - Serving - Giving - Going 

1.Being: A disciple just has to be.  Lots of things you can be, but gotta’ 
have time with Jesus, be with Jesus every day, literally. 

2.Forgiving: Jesus is all about grace.  So many of us struggle with 
receiving God’s forgiveness, forgiving ourselves, or forgiving others.  To 
truly represent Jesus in this world, we have a great understand of God’s 
grace in our lives and extend that grace to others. 

3.Serving: After spending time being with Him, and receiving His 
forgiveness, now we are so motivated.  After all that He’s done for me, I 
want to serve Him.  I want to get out into the community, help those in 
need, love my neighbors, etc. 

4.Giving: Jesus talked about the Kingdom of heaven more than anything 
else.  A close second was money.  I’ve found through the words of Jesus 
it’s impossible to be a stingy Christian.  Jesus followers are generous. 

5.Going: It’s no coincidence that many of Jesus’ last words in each of the 
Gospels and even the last command He says in the book of Acts centers 



on being His hands and feet in the community, and also His mouthpiece.  
We are meant to go out there and tell the Good News that what my 
Jesus has done is the same for everyone. 

Being, Forgiving, Serving, Giving, Going: These  are the 5 targets,  By 
putting God's words into practice, you will find the life God has made 
for you!   

But do two things as you consider signing up for a small group. First: invite 
Jesus into your Red Letter Challenge experience.   

Believe in Jesus as Lord and Savior, because God’s solution to the situations 
in our world is that the Word would become flesh.  John 1:14 says, “The 
Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us.”  It says earlier in the 
chapter that the Word has always been, even from the very beginning.  He 
became flesh not only to redeem us but to reveal to us His plan that we 
now can be the Word becoming flesh in our world today.  We, as His 
followers, have the opportunity to bring the Word to flesh. Whatever you 
do don’t fall into the trap of doing the words of Jesus without Jesus.  
Nobody does the words of Jesus better than Jesus and you need Him to do 
His words. 

A second reminder to you is this: invite others into your Red Letter 
Challenge experience.   

You need God’s strength, but I guarantee you that if you try to put Jesus’s 
words into practice long enough you will need the support from others, 
from your church family.   

We really are better together and every time I’ve set a goal or undergone a 
challenge, I always perform better when I have others that are a part of it.  
Think of this…if in the RLC we are urged to follow Jesus’ words and live 
more like Him, Jesus Himself had a team.  If Jesus who is fully God, fully 
man surrounded himself with a team of people, how much more important 
for us.   



We have 10 small groups available, we can still sign up more today.  If you 
want to lead, if you want to just attend, I urge you, sign up.  I declare to 
you, you need this.  

Invite Jesus.  Invite others.  Be true disciples together. 

To put Christ words into practice, you need the strength from Jesus 
and the support from others in His body.   

I can think of no greater cause than the cause of living for Jesus.  There are 
greatest benefits in it!  After all that He’s done for you, for me, after the sins 
that He’s overcome in our life, there is nothing that I would rather do than 
follow after Jesus and help others find life in Him. 

We will represent the real Jesus. 

We will go out with good intentions and hit the right targets, by God’s 
grace. Amen!   
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