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Trigger Warning: This sermon uses the phrase evangelism.
Evangelism is as far from what the world labels a political
“evangelical” as an apple is from an orange. These are two
separate concepts and should be treated as completely
different concepts. This sermon in no way, shape, or form
encourages or endorses any political ideology.

In your opinion, what is the most important part of being a Christian?
What lies at the core of your faith? If you had to share the heart of what
you believe with someone else, what would you share? If tonight came
and you were interrupted by a bright light in the sky while driving along
on a deserted road beside one of the corn fields in the nearby hills,
how would you describe what you believe to an extraterrestrial being
who knows nothing about your faith?

Would you talk about how you ritually gathered with a whole bunch of
people and shared a thimble full of grape juice and a tiny cracker?
Would you explain away their confusion by assuring them that some
people thought that the juice and cracker you ate in church actually
became another human’s blood and body from two thousand years
ago? Perhaps you would tell them how you were washed with some
water by a church leader and consider yourself connected to a man
who was washed in the River Jordan by a man in a camel hair robe. If
they are confused, you might instruct them that the person in question
was returning and could then answer their questions.



Would you share about the hymns we sing and how most of them were
written before you or your children were born? Would you tell someone
about how we speak to a Being that none of us has seen face to face?
Would you explain that they can hear us and everyone else who is
calling out to that Being from across the globe? What’s more, would
you share a belief that the Divine Being you speak to can not only tell
our voices apart but hear what we are saying in the silence of our
hearts? Would you share about how God left this place with you?

I don’t know about you, but just thinking about all of the odd beliefs in
my spiritual life that I carry with me day after day is a daunting task. In
many ways, I believe a lot of strange things. A lot of us in this place
believe in a number of odd things. I am not saying this from a place of
condescension. It takes a lot of courage to believe in the things we
believe. We accept a lot of strange things when we come to believe.

I do want to be clear about my sincerity. When I say that I believe in
these things, I say that with an honest heart. If you are joining us for
the first time or if you are a bit skeptical, you might be thinking that
perhaps the preacher exaggerates and does not believe these things. I
actually do believe that God’s Holy Spirit goes with me as I walk out
the doors of the church. I believe that God hears my prayers and that
the songs I sing are meaningful whether they were written last year or
two hundred years ago. I believe that I have been baptized into Jesus
Christ’s life and that my life is connected with Christ’s life. Honestly, I
do not believe that transubstantiation (which is the physical changing
of the bread and cup into the body and blood of Christ) happens when
I share communion, but I am open to being wrong.

I believe all of these things and more even though they are odd. My
worldview consists of a lot of beliefs and assumptions about the



universe. You could ask me the same questions that I asked you
earlier. Depending on my mood or where I am, I might be able to
answer you clearly or stumble through an answer.

Depending on when you asked, I probably would not be as clear and
concise as the Apostle Paul. In our reading this morning, Paul wrote to
the Corinthian Church an account of what he taught them when he first
shared his faith. Paul wrote: “For I handed on to you as of first
importance what I in turn had received: that Christ died for our sins in
accordance with the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he
was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures.”

For Paul the very place to begin was with an understanding of what
Christ had done. The Apostle Paul shared clearly that Jesus Christ
died for the sins of the people. This act of sacrifice and Christ’s
resurrection were acts which occurred in accordance with the holy
teachings of Israel. Paul goes further to write in this chapter that these
acts of obedient sacrifice and resurrection would lead to all things
being placed underneath the reign of Christ. Even death itself is bound
to Christ and in the end all things will bow before God.1

For Paul, this understanding is at the heart of the gospel. The Good
News of Jesus Christ begins for Paul at the death and resurrection of
Christ. These facts are first and foremost in his approach, but is Paul’s
approach the only way to enter into the Good News? Many people
have presented the Good News with the starting point as shared by
Paul, but not every presentation begins the same way. Some have
shared the story of how a sad and lonely creation living in darkness
was suddenly filled with life when a child was born. Others have
started to share the Good News by talking about how ancient promises
were fulfilled to ancient people. Still others began by setting the scene

1 1 Cor. 15:25-28



through the story of people patiently waiting for God in the midst of
ordinary lives. Yet others just jump into telling the story of Jesus’ life.

If you are listening closely, you may find that those descriptions sound
familiar. That’s how the gospels of John, Matthew, Luke, and Mark
each respectively began sharing the gospel. Each gospel carries the
Good News and Paul surely shared the Good News with the people of
Corinth, but still the tough questions remain unanswered. I did not ask
how the authors of Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, or the apostle Paul
would share the heart of their faith. I asked how you would share the
heart of your faith.

Evangelism is that act of sharing the Good News. The Good News is at
the heart of what we believe as Christians, so the question we began
this sermon with could be rephrased “How would you share the Good
News? Where would you begin when sharing your Good News?”

As a church, we are working through a book called “The Evangelistic
Love of God & Neighbor” by Bishop Scott Jones. This week we are in
the very first chapter which raises many questions. Bishop Jones
spends a good deal of time looking at the very nature of evangelism in
the first chapter. What is evangelism?

In his exploration, Bishop Jones looks at the etymology of the word
and explores many definitions that others have proposed for
evangelism. Bishop Jones points out definitions and concepts by other
scholars. We could easily spend our time asking whether evangelism
truly is what the scholars believe that were identified by Bishop Jones.
We could dive into the minutiae explored by Bishop Jones, but Bishop
Jones has already done that work. If we want to read the book, it is
available for us to read.



A better question for us to explore while walking alongside Bishop
Jones is to ask what we truly believe and where that belief begins. For
Bishop Jones evangelism requires an understanding of two concepts:
(1) an understanding that God’s love is the central theme of all of
scripture, and (2) an understanding that God is the incarnation of love
itself. For Bishop Jones the Good News that we share, which is the
very act of evangelism, is contingent upon understanding how
important God’s love is to our faith. Love is seen as the very core of the
scriptural store and the core of God’s identity. Love is at the heart of
the good news that Christ shared and love is at the heart of what we
do when we share the good news.

This makes sense to me as a person. If you were to ask me where I
would begin to share the good news with someone else, I would not
begin by arguing for the creation of the world in seven days or by
discussing the nature of the ancient people of God. These issues are
not at the core of my understanding of God. If you were to ask me
where I would not begin, it would not be by discussing Old Testament
laws on human sexuality or in discussing New Testament decisions
whether or not it is acceptable to eat food offered to idols. These
issues are not at the core of my understanding of God. I would not
even begin by discussing the brokenness expressed through the works
of the flesh or the blessings that come through the fruit of the Spirit,
although each is important to me.

I would begin with an understanding of love. For me, Jesus Christ is
more the visible image of the invisible God.2 Jesus Christ is the
embodiment of love for God is love.3 These are concepts that rest at
the heart of my understanding of the Good News. For me, sharing the
Good News begins by sharing the fact that we are not alone in this

3 1 Jn 4:8
2 Col 1:15



universe. There is a God that loves us, cares for us, and sent Christ to
be with us. The love that inspired Jesus Christ’s journey into humanity
is the same love that led to the redemptive acts of Jesus Christ in this
death and resurrection. For me, the story I would share if put on the
spot generally begins with an understanding of God’s love found in
Christ.

At the very beginning of chapter one, Bishop Jones wrote this:

“To evangelize non-Christian persons without loving them fully is
not to evangelize them well. To love non-Christian persons
without evangelizing them is not to love them well. Loving God
well means loving one’s non-Christian neighbor evangelistically
and evangelizing one’s non-Christian neighbor lovingly.”4

At first, many of us might reject what Bishop Jones is saying to us.
Perhaps you might think “What does Bishop Jones mean? I cannot
evangelize someone without loving them fully? Someone I knew years
ago tried to evangelize me with a pamphlet and that person didn’t care
about me at all. Is he saying that wasn’t good evangelism?” Well, yes:
that’s exactly what Bishop Jones is saying. One reason people shy
away from evangelism is because they have seen evangelism done
poorly and want nothing to do with that kind of behavior. A true call to
evangelism looks far different than some of the bad examples that are
rolling around in some of our memories.

Bishop Jones is also saying that it is impossible to really love someone
without sharing the Good News with them. You might think that this
belief is the height of arrogance, but if you understand evangelism as
an act that is fundamentally and fully revolving around love then it can
make a kind of sense. If I truly believe that God loves me, that Jesus

4 Bishop Scott Jones, “The Evangelistic Love of God & Neighbor” (Nashville, Abingdon Press, 2003), pg. 21.



cares for me, and that there is love and light in God, then it is really
hard to keep that to myself when I care about someone. Would you
hide a well from someone thirsty in the desert? Would you keep a loaf
of bread from someone hungry and starving? If we truly believe that
God is such a loving Presence in our lives, then we share that loving
God from a place of joy and gladness. Such a place is far different than
a place of condescension or disparagement.

Bishop Jones specifically notes that love is necessary along with a
sharing of the Good News. Alone, both loving one’s neighbor and
sharing the good news each fall flat. If just saying the right words was
all that mattered, then faith really could consist of screaming at people
with a bullhorn. If just being loving to people we care about is all that
mattered, then we would not pass along the stories, the traditions, the
songs, or anything else: we’d simply tell people to love other people.

In truth, our study of evangelism begins here with the simple idea
before us: God is love and God’s love is central to our faith and what
we share with others. We will likely learn some deep truths throughout
this study as a church. We will likely come to understand that it is hard
to evangelize people who are hungry without caring for their needs and
that it is hard to say we love people who are hungry if we only feed
them and never share our faith. We will likely come to understand that
a loving evangelistic spirit will change the way we see God and how
we see our neighbor. We will likely go very deep into the idea of
evangelism, but it all starts with the understanding that love is at the
heart of what we believe and what we preach.

Before we go further though, we are going to share at God’s table. For
many, this act of love is a way to enter into that very love of God we
are discussing. We are going to stop to pray and then we will enter
communion. Let us pray...



15 Now I would remind you, brothers and sisters, of the good
news that I proclaimed to you, which you in turn received, in
which also you stand, 2 through which also you are being saved,
if you hold firmly to the message that I proclaimed to you—unless
you have come to believe in vain.

3 For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had
received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the
scriptures, 4 and that he was buried, and that he was raised on
the third day in accordance with the scriptures, 5 and that he
appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve. 6 Then he appeared to
more than five hundred brothers and sisters at one time, most of
whom are still alive, though some have died. 7 Then he appeared
to James, then to all the apostles. 8 Last of all, as to one untimely
born, he appeared also to me. 9 For I am the least of the
apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the
church of God. 10 But by the grace of God I am what I am, and
his grace toward me has not been in vain. On the contrary, I
worked harder than any of them—though it was not I, but the
grace of God that is with me. 11 Whether then it was I or they, so
we proclaim and so you have come to believe.


