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Unbinding Your Heart:  Why Do Evangelism? Acts 9:1-19  2/17/13 

 During this season of Lent (the 40 days before Easter) many 

members of our church are participating in small groups which are 

discussing the book, Unbinding Your Heart, by Martha Grace Reese.  You 

can still join a group by contacting Linda Thompson if you would like to.  

And copies of the book are available in the church office.  Lou and I will be 

preaching a series of sermons based on it.  Today we’re talking about 

evangelism, the “e-word,” a subject which presents serious challenges to 

mainline Protestants like us Presbyterians. 

 Fifty years ago, mainline churches were flourishing- overflowing with 

members, engaging in major building programs, and sending thousands of 

missionaries around the world.  It was something like that phrase from the 

movie, “Field of Dreams”- “If you build it, they will come.”  If you built a 

Presbyterian, Methodist, Lutheran, Congregational, or Episcopal Church 

building somewhere where there were people, all you had to do was open 

the doors, and people would come and join.  Mainline Christians had little 

reason to learn how to evangelize, how to share the Good News of God’s 

love in Jesus Christ with others.  It was assumed that most everyone in 

America already knew that Good News and that most people were in 

church on a given Sunday! 

 Times have changed, haven’t they?  Today many people grow up 

without any church involvement at all.  They don’t even know the basic 
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stories of the Bible.  And they don’t see any compelling reason to give up 

a Sunday morning and come join with us.  Their kids or grandkids may 

have sports events on Sundays, or Sunday may be the only day when 

neither parent has to go to work.  Things have changed. 

 I’ve been enjoying the third season of the TV show, “Downton Abby.”  

(Spoiler alert!  I still can’t believe they killed off Sybil!)  One of the recurring 

themes this season is how everything was changing in England after the 

first World War.  The roles of women.  The hopes and dreams of poor 

people.  Sexual ethics.  The economy.  It is becoming clear in the series 

that Downton is going to have to change the way it does things if it is to 

survive in the new world which is emerging all around it.  I think that’s a lot 

like the situation in which churches find themselves today.  Programs and 

approaches that served us well for decades just aren’t working in this new, 

emerging world.  There are only half as many members in our 

denomination as we had 50 years ago.  Half!  And many of us who remain 

are aging. 

 When the Visioning and Planning Task force here at GPC looked at 

these trends a year or two ago, they noticed that while many of our 

members have a solid faith and a vibrant relationship with Jesus Christ, 

many of us are uncomfortable talking about that faith!  The task force 

identified that as a serious challenge for us as Christians, who are called to 

share our faith with others, and also for our church, because most people 
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who come to a church for the first time come because they are invited by a 

layperson.  If we don’t learn to talk about our faith with others, our church 

will certainly decline in numbers and more importantly; many people will 

never experience the benefits of knowing Jesus Christ. 

 But what do we share with others?  Often we share our own faith 

story.  Listen to this one from Acts 9.  It concerns a man named Saul, who 

was an enemy of the Christian Church when the story begins.  

Meanwhile Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of 

the Lord, went to the high priest 2and asked him for letters to the 

synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any who belonged to the 

Way, men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 3Now as he 

was going along and approaching Damascus, suddenly a light from heaven 

flashed around him. 4He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, 

‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?’ 5He asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ 

The reply came, ‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. 6But get up and 

enter the city, and you will be told what you are to do.’ 7The men who were 

travelling with him stood speechless because they heard the voice but saw 

no one. 8Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he 

could see nothing; so they led him by the hand and brought him into 

Damascus. 9For three days he was without sight, and neither ate nor drank. 

(Acts 9:1-9) 
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 After Saul was led to Damascus, God sent a church member named 

Ananias to go to him and provide him with healing from his blindness and 

instruction as to what God wanted from him.  And God wanted a lot from 

Saul.  Most of us know him by his other name, Paul.  He became perhaps 

the most effective Christian missionary ever, and much of our New 

Testament was written by him.  Paul told his dramatic conversion story 

many times.  And his witness to what Jesus Christ had done to transform 

his life was very effective in introducing others to Jesus. 

 Some of you have had dramatic conversion experiences.  Maybe you 

didn’t see a flashing light or hear a voice, but Jesus helped you make a 

significant change in your life.  You’ve got a story to tell.  By all means, tell 

it! 

 But what about those of us who don’t have such a story to tell.  That 

may be the majority of us, who were nurtured into faith in the church or in a 

Christian home.  We may not be able to remember a time when we weren’t  

followers of Jesus!  And that seems like a pretty boring story, compared to 

Paul’s!  What do we talk about? 

 I think those of us who were nurtured in faith, still have something 

important to tell.  We can tell others what a difference being a Christian  

makes in our lives.  Think about that for a minute.  If you’ve been a 

Christian most of your life, you may not often think about how you are a 

different person because of it.  It’s just who you are!  I asked this question 
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in two small groups in which I participated this week.  Here are some of 

the answers I heard from our members: 

“My sins are forgiven, so I don’t have to carry around a lot of guilt.” 

“I don’t worry about where I’m going after death.” 

“I have a sense of stability and direction in my life.” 

“I love having a relationship with God.” 

“It helps me cope with the difficult times of life.” 

“The support of a Christian community means everything to me.” 

You know what I said?  I said that I am faithful to my wife because I’m a 

Christian!  That’s right.  Being a follower of Jesus forms the basis for my 

morals and ethics.  I don’t know what basis for morality I would have if I 

were not a Christian, and therefore I don’t really know how I might act. 

 Now when the members of my small groups shared these things with 

one another, they were upbeat and positive; they were excited to talk about 

stuff that really mattered to them.  And they were evangelizing!  We get the 

word “evangelize” from a Greek word that means “good news.”  They were 

sharing how being a Christian was good news in their personal lives.  

That’s faith-sharing.  So whether you’ve had a dramatic conversion, or a 

nurtured one, you can still share your faith with others.  In fact, God is 

calling you to share your faith with others.  Listen to these words from 

Matthew’s gospel, “When Jesus saw the crowds, he had compassion for 

them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a 
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shepherd.  Then he said to his disciples, ‘The harvest is plentiful, but the 

laborers are few;  therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers 

into the harvest.”  (Matt. 9:36,37) 

 That’s us!  We’re the laborers!  God is preparing people to receive 

your witness!  How many of the folks who live near you have a church 

home or have a relationship with Jesus Christ?  In the seven houses that 

surround mine, only three have anyone in them who goes to church.  

Perhaps God has placed Bonnie and me in that neighborhood to reach out 

to them.  How about you?  Could God want to use you to reach out to folks 

in your neighborhood?  Classmates?  Colleagues at work?  People in your 

clubs?  People on your sports teams?  The grocery clerk?  The server at 

your favorite restaurant?  God is preparing some of them to receive your 

witness.  Your job is to pray that God will open opportunities and then to 

sensitively open your mouth when the time is right. 

 Now I know this is hard for some of you.  Some of you are getting 

sweaty palms just thinking about it.  You prefer that well-worn phrase, 

“Preach the gospel.  When necessary, use words!”  That’s a great 

approach when most people understand what Christian faith is.  It’s been 

the approach of mainline churches for years.  But how is that working out 

for us today?  Not so well!  We need to learn to talk about the difference 

being a Christian makes in our lives and share that with others.  
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 Listen now to a modern-day parable.  On a dangerous sea coast 

where shipwrecks often occur, there was once a crude little life-saving 

station. The building was just a hut, and there was only one boat, but the 

few devoted members kept a constant watch over the sea, and with no 

thought for themselves, went out day or night tirelessly searching for the 

lost. Some of those who were saved and various others in the surrounding 

area wanted to become associated with the station and gave of their time 

and money and effort for the support of its work. New boats were bought 

and new crews trained. The little life-saving station grew.  

 Some of the members of the life-saving station were unhappy that the 

building was so crude and poorly-equipped. They felt that a more 

comfortable place should be provided as the first refuge of those saved 

from the sea. They replaced the emergency cots with beds and put better 

furniture in the enlarged building. Now the life-saving station became a 

popular gathering place for its members, and they decorated it beautifully 

because they used it as a sort of club. Fewer members were now 

interested in going to sea on life-saving missions, so they hired lifeboat 

crews to do this work. The life-saving motif still prevailed in the club’s 

decorations, and there was an actual life-boat in the room where the club’s 

initiations were held.  

About this time a large ship wrecked off the coast, and the hired 

crews brought in boat loads of cold, wet and half-drowned people. They 



 8
were dirty and sick. The beautiful new clubhouse was in chaos. So the 

property committee immediately had a shower house built outside the club 

where victims of shipwrecks could be cleaned up before coming inside. 

 At the next meeting, there was a split among the club membership. 

Most of the members wanted to stop the club’s life-saving activities.  Life-

saving was unpleasant and a hindrance to the normal social life of the club. 

Other members insisted upon life-saving as their primary purpose and 

pointed out that they were still called a life-saving station. But they were 

finally voted down and told that if they wanted to save the lives of all the 

various kinds of people who were shipwrecked in those waters, they could 

begin their own life-saving station. So they did. 

 As the years went by, the new station experienced the same changes 

that had occurred in the old. It evolved into a club, and yet another life-

saving station was founded. History continued to repeat itself, and if you 

visit that sea coast today, you will find a number of exclusive clubs along 

that shore. Shipwrecks are still frequent in those waters, but most of the 

people drown. 

 How sad.  Of course, this is a parable about the church.  Like those 

life-saving stations, we’ve often lost our central mission to make disciples in 

the world, to call people to experience the Good News of God’s love in 

Jesus Christ.  Instead we become a comfortable club.  We need to return to 

our calling.  It’s time.  Next week we’ll talk more about how to do that.  
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Meanwhile, keep thinking about these two questions:  What difference 

does being a Christian make in your life?  Who do you know who needs to 

hear the Good News of God’s love in Jesus Christ?   


