Experiencing Christians

And this brings up another way for people to hear the gospel of Jesus—by watching us! Unfortunately this has its horror stories. When my on-line discipleship students must ask unbelievers about their impressions of Jesus and Christians, Jesus usually comes out pretty high. Christians don’t. Over and over again I hear someone tell me that the greatest hindrance to their coming to Christ was the actual lives of professing Christians! One person was told by a deli clerk that the worse shift for him was Sundays right after church. That was when he encountered the most mean and unfriendly people. This breaks my heart again and again. I can only imagine what it does to God’s.


In Acts 26:17‑18, God tells Paul that he is sending him to the Gentiles “to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God.” This “opening eyes” process isn’t accomplished just by preaching. It’s accomplished by showing them spiritual reality lived out in front of them.


People need to see in us something better than what they have. We “open their eyes” because we are Jesus to them. That’s why the church is called the “body of Christ.” Through us they have the opportunity to encounter the glory of God. Really!


Let’s look at some of the ways Scripture says we are the face of Jesus to the world:
· Through our Love. This is probably the most powerful “light” of all.
“A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” (John 13:34‑35)  


Love turns heads—both our love for unbelievers and our love for “one another.” When believers replace shingled roofs for each other, and refuse to gossip about one another, and bear one another’s burdens through thick and thin, people notice. They see disciples of Jesus. And there’s nothing more powerful than that. 


As I write, one of the worse disasters ever to hit America has just taken place—Hurricane Katrina has wrought massive devastation along the Gulf coast. As Christians pour out financial and tangible love, the world will watch. 

“. . . and if you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, then your light will rise in the darkness, and your night will become like the noonday.” (Isaiah 58:10)  

Heads will turn to this kind of light. And eyes will be opened. 

· Through Our Unity. Just before Jesus is taken away to be crucified, he prays for all those who will believe in him:

“that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. . . May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” (John 17:21‑23)  


If we want the world to know that God really sent Jesus, then we must get along with our Christian brothers and sisters, whether they’re in our own church, or the church down the street. We can still disagree, but we must do so with respect because we experience unity with God! And eyes will be opened. (More about unity in Chapter 13.) 
· Through our Worship. Another way the world can encounter God is through what happens in our church gatherings. 1 Corinthians 14:24‑25 speaks about how the ministry of prophecy can cause a person to be convicted of sin, such that he will “fall down and worship God, exclaiming, ‘God is really among you!’” Prophecy here is the ministry of communicating God’s truth to the present needs of people. In a church service it can take the form of Spirit-inspired preaching, Spirit-anointed singing, and Spirit-led testimonies or words spoken to all. I’ve seen this happen often in worship services, as truth awakens people’s minds and hearts. And eyes are opened.
· Through Our Integrity.
“Teach slaves to be subject to their masters in everything, to try to please them, not to talk back to them, and not to steal from them, but to show that they can be fully trusted, so that in every way they will make the teaching about God our Savior attractive.” (Titus 2:9‑10)  


Let’s face it—some parts of the gospel are hard to swallow for some people. They need to have a reason to believe beyond that “the Bible says so.” And when Christians live honest, respectful, honoring lives—especially at their jobs, whether as “boss” or “employee”—some will take notice and be impressed. Impressed with their God. And eyes will be opened. (More about workplace integrity in Chapter 11.)

· Through our Hope Amidst Persecution. 

“Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good? But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. ‘Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened.’ But in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect. . .” (1 Peter 3:13-15)

When they see us handle hardships with grace and lack of fear—like a difficult marriage, a difficult child, or a difficult boss—they’ll want to know what makes us tick. They’ll want to know about “the hope you have.” And if we’re “prepared to give an answer,” eyes will be opened.  

· Through our Attitude in Trials. If there’s anytime people are watching, it’s when life is hard. A friend of ours, Kathy, recently lost her husband to a surprise heart attack. A year later she found herself in the emergency room of a hospital as her mother lay dying from a fall down the stairs at her church. In the midst of her own sorrow, Kathy turned to a disheveled unshaven man in the waiting room and asked, “What brings you here today?” He said he brought his 25-year old son who was suicidal. Kathy’s love probed further and it opened the door for him to share his own struggles. He was a recovering alcoholic and said he had nothing to live for. Kathy pulled out her mother’s New Testament from her purse and shared Jesus with him. Kathy’s exuberant life motto has always been, “God is good!” And she lives it daily, even in hospital waiting rooms when she’s about to lose her mother. There is something bigger to live for—and to share with others.
“Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life.” (Philippians 2:14‑16)

We shine like stars and hold out life to others when we handle difficult people and circumstances with grace and acceptance. No complaining or arguing—not because we’re afraid to speak up, or because we want people to like us, but because our hearts are connected to the Vine who feeds us with everything we need. We’re genuinely content. Life can be very sad at times, but God glorifies himself in spite of it and through it. In this way the world’s eyes can be opened. 

· Through our Transformation to Christ. A final “encountering Christians” strategy God uses is allowing people to see us become like Jesus. 
“Be diligent in these matters [godly speech, love, faith and purity—vs. 12-14]; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress. Watch your life and doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.” (1 Timothy 4:15‑16)


“Everyone” is watching your progress (or lack of it)! If you’re diligent in spiritual transformation to the character of Christ, then “you will save both yourself and your hearers.” In other words, you will secure your salvation by your ongoing life in Christ, and others will enter the kingdom because of you! And their eyes will be opened!  

One practical illustration of this is found in 1 Peter 3:1‑2. Wives are told to have a submissive spirit towards their husbands, “so that, if any of them do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives, when they see the purity and reverence of your lives.” This is “Evangelism 101” for family members. Do you want a family member to come to Jesus? Forget the religious rhetoric and church invitations for awhile. 

As Ravi Zacharias has said, “We must learn to find the backdoor to people’s hearts because the front door is heavily guarded.”
 The most powerful tool you have is your Christ-like character as it touches people’s hearts. And it’s what they long for.

 The strategy is this: Christianity will spread naturally when the people of God live supernatural lives in the world—lives drenched in the presence of God. Heads will turn, eyes will open, and hearts will be captured by Jesus! 
� Ravi Zacharias, Outreach magazine, July/August 2005, p. 108





