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Applying Truth to Our Witness

Sharing Jesus with family, close friends and others who know us very well
Acts 17:16-34

Back in the 1970's, I took biblical Greek from the University of Illinois to fulfill a prerequisite
to get into seminary. My professor would get upset at me when I talked about the bodily
resurrection of Jesus. He claimed he was a Jesus follower but he didn't believe Jesus was God

incarnate, didn't believe Jesus rose bodily from the dead (he called that a 'lesserfaith ), in fact
he wasn't sure much of anything the New Testament said Jesus did or taught actually happened
in history. Needless to say, this professor was following a very different Jesus than the one
revealed in the New Testament.

Back in the 1980's, one of the cult groups that gained some notoriety were the "Moonies" -
they were followers of Rev. Sun Myung Moon who considered himself the second coming of
Jesus. Here in Barre, they had a house up in the Richardson Rd area where young followers
would come from around the country and do missionary work trying to get Central Vermont
Christians to believe Moon really was the Messiah. One approached me and began to share how
he had '^accepted Jesus'' -yet as I continued to ask questions, the "Jesus" he "accepted" was
very different from the Jesus of the New Testament.

Back in the 1990's, the famous Gallup polling group published a survey which showed that
-40% of those who claimed to be "bom again" at the time didn't believe basic Biblical truths
like the Trinity, bodily resurrection, deity of Christ, existence of satan, etc. That 40% did
believe in reincarnation, everyone going to heaven and other unbiblical beliefs. Their definition
of "born again" was very different from the Bible's.

Back in the 2000s, I listened to a number of speakers claim many people had prayed to become
Christians in their meetings - yet when I listened to their message there was no "gospel" in it.
No mention of sins needing to be repented of, Jesus as God incarnate, Jesus dying on the cross
for their sins or the resurrection - just that God loved them and if they prayed their life would
get better.

In all these instances, there was one important part of evangelism missing - the truth. The truth
about who Jesus is, what Jesus has done and what Jesus expects of us now. Without God's truth
a person can NOT come to genuine faith. Without God's truth, a person will NOT see major
transformation. So let's look at how Paul witnessed to those who had a very different
understanding of God from that of the Bible.

PROPOSITION: God's truth illuminates & draws people to genuine faith and radical
transformation, but it also divides the true from the false, the humble from sinful pride.

1. Truth is necessary - it lights the way to true salvation
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A. Disturbed by false beliefs Acts 17:16
READ V 16. Paul is bothered by the lack of truth here. The city is full of idols - these
idols were physical representations of various supposed gods. But there is only one
true God, not many. And the true God is spirit - He doesn't have a form you can make
into a statue or picture. The lack of truth about the true God around us should distress
us because you can't go the right way without the truth. In an article in your bulletin,
Lifeway Research recently surveyed 3,000 Americans, asking 47 questions about
Christianity's most basic doctrines. Basically, Americans failed the test. Worse than
the wrong answers were the contradictory answers, including by evangelical
Christians! 2/3rds of Americans say all people sin, but that same percentage say
people are good by nature. 50% of Americans believe only those who accept Jesus
will be saved, but 60% say everyone will go to heaven. 70% say that there is only one
God defined as "one in essence three in person: Father, Son and Holy Spirit" -
that is the Trinity! That would be encouraging except their other answers contradicted
this statement. Just focusing on evangelicals who believe the Trinity - 70% say Jesus
is a created being - that is the Arian heresy of the 300's and what Jehovah Witnesses
are trying to convince you of today. Jesus is NOT created, He is God incarnate -
which is why we celebrate Christmas. 56% of Christians say the third person of the
Trinity, the Holy Spirit, is just a divine force, not a personal being. That's the Star
Wars or New Age understanding of God, not the Bible's! Truth about God should
matter to us.

B. Challenge with the true nature of God Acts 17:24-29
As our culture turns farther from some basic understandings of God, our witnessing is
going to need to start by sharing more basic truth sharing about God - like that He
exists and is personal. Notice some that the apostle Paul shared with the Athenians ...
• V 23 - God is knowable. The god you are ignorant of, I am going to proclaim to

you

• V 24 - God is creator - He made the world and everything in it. God is Lord - He
doesn't dwell in temples.

• V 25 - God doesn't need anything from people - He doesn't need us to "serve
Him." The true God is the One who gives i^life and breath and everything else.

• V 26 - God made the first 2 humans who have multiplied and filled the earth. We
are all related!

• V 27 - God is not playing ''hard to find". In fact. He is omnipresent - present
everywhere - so He is near you

C. Explain the work of God ^ Acts 17:30-31
Besides the nature of God, we also need to explain^the basic work of God to those
around us. Paul started this in v 30-31 but he got interrupted when he shared about the
bodily resurrection of Jesus. READ v 30-31. The basic work of God is that Jesus
Christ is the eternal Son of God who came down to this earth to rescue us from our

sins. He died on the cross to pay the penalty of our sins because as Paul said, there is a
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judgment coming. But there is also the paradise of heaven, transformation of our
character and a new lasting resurrection body for all who come in simple faith to Jesus
for forgiveness, then surrender to follow Jesus as boss. That is the Jesus in the Bible.
If we don't explain about God's work, people are just(going to go by their feelings or
what is popular around them.

D. Truth divides Acts 17:32-34

Finally, we see that the truth divides. In v 32-34, some laugh at Bible truths, some
want to know more and some become followers of Jesus as their Savior and Lord. The
truth draws lines between what is true and false - right and wrong - wise and foolish.
There is a discomfort some will have with the truth that we need to accept that will
happen. Without exposing the false, people we love won't have the chance to turn to
the truth from their error.

11. Truth is exclusive

A. Jesus said there is only one way to God
(John 14:6; Acts 4:12; Rom. 10:13-15; Luke 24:46-47; Acts 26:16-18)
Listen to Jesus' own words in John 14:6; "Jesus answered, 'I am the way and the
truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.'" That is a
pretty exclusive claim because truth is exclusive - it excludes falsehood. The disciple
Peter clearly understood this because he confidently proclaimed about Jesus in Acts
4:12 "salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven
given to mankind by which we must be saved." Jesus is the only way. And Paul
says a similar thing in Romans 10:13-15.

B. The resurrection confirms Jesus' exclusivity Act 17:31; Gal 2:21
If Jesus' claims are true - that He is the only way to God - then He needs a powerful
proof to back up that exclusive claim. That is what the bodily resurrection of Jesus
from the dead is. Notice the last sentence in v 31. READ. The resurrection confirms
Jesus' truth claims. That is why the mention of the resurrection divided the listeners.
Jesus's resurrection separates Him from all other religious figures. It distinguishes His
method of salvation from all others. Only Jesus conquered death, so it's only in Jesus
that we can overcome death. The resurrection validates that Jesus's death could pay
the penalty of our sins and satisfy the righteous wrath of a holy God.

The resurrection also shows why all those '^works based" religions simply fall short.
The idea that we can or must earn God's favor to go to heaven is false - in fact it is
impossible. Galatians 2:21 says "for if righteousness could be gained through the
law, Christ died for nothing." In other words, if there was some way that peqj
who seem nice or caring or devoted to their religion could make it to heaven^
Jesus's death on the cross would turn out to be totally unnecessary.
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Because of Jesus' exclusive claims, we will be challenged by some around us. We
want to answer with more than just "that's what the Bible says" because they don't
believe the Bible. Interestingly, in John 14 Jesus uses logic and reason to back up His
claim. And Paul uses an extended argument in Romans 1-4 to demonstrate Jesus is the
only way to heaven. We are not trying to prove Jesus' words in an obscure
philosophical sense, but simply giving some logical and reasonable evidences - like
evidences for the resurrection. We also want to challenge the assertion that being
exclusive is automatically wrong...
•  "I know what I'm saying sounds narrow, but have you ever wondered why

Jesus claimed to be the only way to God?" (This puts the weight of the
argument on Jesus, not us.) or

•  "Yes. This does sound exclusive. But there are many areas of life where
exclusive answers are what we really need. I don't want doctors prescribing any
medicine except that which will exclusively work. Don't you?"

•  "Well let's suspend this argument for a moment. Let me just tell you why this
makes sense to me. Give me the benefit of the doubt for a couple minutes and
then I'll gladly listen to your challenges."

C. We must resist the urge to compromise
Because truth divides as well as illuminates, we will all feel pressure at some point to
compromise the truth of the Bible. We must resist that temptation in reaching out to
our family and closest friends. They need the truth. Eternal life is impossible without
it. We will feel the temptation topTst share the "comfortable" part of our message like
"God loves you, I love you. Let's alljust get along,"

Michael always feels sad whenever he witnesses to his sister Sarah. They have a good
relationship otherwise. They laugh a lot together and have many common interests.
Michael has found some ways to weave the gospel into their conversation. And Sarah
always seems interested, BUT she is never open to believe. That causes Michael to
walk away with an ache inside. The temptation is great for him to compromise the
message just so she makes some decision - but it wouldn't be a saving decision. It is
easy to make comfort into an idol. Reading the New Testament you'll see that comfort
&evangelism seldom go together. Evangelism & real transformation go together!

D. Pluralism does not mean relativism ^
Today, Christians feel a strong pressure to comprise God's truth because of the
increasing pluralism around us. We simply have more different beliefs and religions
close to us - this is exactly what they faced in New Testament times.

Our culture believes that pluralism (many different beliefs living together) means that
we must hold to relativism. Relativism says that all truth claims are equal - that all
beliefs will lead to God. We are told that we are arrogant and bigoted for believing
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Jesus' words that He is the only way to heaven. Relativism will never help a person
long term because it isn't the truth. Use questions to challenge their inconsistency.
•  "But Sis, aren't you being just as arrogant to say the Christians are wrong for

saying others are wrong?"
•  "But Dad how can you say that? Your view that all religions are equal is actually

quite new and rare. Most religious people for the vast majority of history believe
theirs was the only way. Your post enlightenment American view is really the
intolerant one."

• "Cousin, you keep saying how open-minded your Buddhist friends are. Have you
ever read what the Dalai Lama says about other religions? He thinks they're all
wrong. Only Buddhism saves!"

T  The more people hold to this relativism of truth, the more they will reject simple logic

^  strong emotional responses! Just know that will happen and be committed
enough to God's truth that you want to give them the opportunity to know the truth
despite the initial opposition. Sinful pride is strongly below the surface of their so-
called "open-mindedness." People who claim that "all religions are the same" are
actually putting themselves above everyone else and claiming they know more than all
others. That is not "open-minded^^ that is arrogant - they have no logical evidence for
their claims, in fact most have never thought deeply about it.

III. Further implications of truth for sharing our faith
What are some additional implications of truth for sharing our faith?

A. Be prepared to 'level the playing field' Acts 17:22
First, it is good to be prepared to "level the playing field". When we try to speak
about the truth of Jesus& the Bible, many will look down on us as "simpletons"
("why else would someone believe such nonsense?") or "bigots" ("how dare you
claim that your way is the only way?"). Rather than accepting this unfair playing
field, use questions to show that ALL sides believe something by faith. All
worldviews start with an element that can NOT be proven. Notice how Paul leveled
the playing field here in Acts 17:22. READ. The Epicureans and Stoics he was
talking to did not see themselves as religious - they claimed to determine truth by
reason & observation, not faith & superstition. But Paul challenges them that their
starting point is just as much faith-based as his. Atheism, agnosticism, naturalism or
any other type of nonbelief have foundational beliefs which cannot be proven in the
laboratory. Tim Keller does an excellent job showing this in tHe beginning of his book
"The Reason for God" which is in our library along with his book I mentioned last
week. Consider this potential conversation with your sister ...

"I'd like to talk to you about your religious beliefs". Your sister: "I don't have
any religious beliefs. I'm not religious like you are. I only accept things I can prove
rationally or scientifically.
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"But that sounds like a very religious thing to say." Your sister: "what you
mean?" "Why do you think science and reason are better ways to determine truth then
religion?" Your sister: "because they just are."
"Can you prove that scientifically?" Your sister: "can I prove what

scientifically?" "That scientific beliefs are more sound than religious ones." Your
sister: "well, no. I can't. But if s just obvious, isn't it?"

"Not to me. And not to a lot of other people either. In fact, it takes a fair
amount of faith to believe in science the way you do." Your sister: "are you
criticizing me?"\

"Not at all. I just think we have more in common than you think. We both
accept certain things by faith. You have faith in science. I have faith in the Bible.
I'd just like to compare our two faiths - the assumptions we each have." Your
sister: "I never thought of it that way. Okay. Where do we begin?

B. Truth requires words (verbal sharing) 0 0
Second, the true gospel message of Jesus requires the use of words. You must use
words to share truth. Actions are important, but not enough. While it's tempting to just
*Hive the Christian life,'* your relatives will never understand why you do what you
do without words that attach those actions to the Lord Jesus. In the Gospels, it is not
the giving of a glass of water that is rewarded, but the giving of a glass of water "in
Jesus' name" that is rewarded. The people were to verbally connect Jesus to their
lives and actions.

Early in this church's history, one of our people shared a shocking happening with me.
For over a decade, they had tried to be a '^silent witness** to their sister. When our
person finally said that their faith in Jesus was behind their compassion, their sister
was shocked. She said, "All this time, I thought it was because you found the right
spouse." Our actions are^ly a witness for Jesus, if they are associated with Jesus.

Another common slogan lately is "preach the gospel at all times. Use words if
necessary." And it is attributed to Francis of Assisi. That slogan is neither from
Francis or God. Francis of Assis preached and witnessed to people every chance he
had! It was his speaking that spurred on his acts of compassion. By the way, the first
place we can find that phrase in history is the early 1990's. It is not Christian in any
way, shape or form. It's recently made up! Truth requires words! When the Lord
became flesh and dwelt among us. He didn't just do good things. But Jesus taught,
using words, which He then backed up by His actions!

C. God's power is in the message, not our ability to share it Rom 1:16
Now don't think you need the perfect words! God's power is in the message, not in
our ability to share it. The power of God's truth is the key, not our ability to convince
others to consider it. As Romans 1: 16 says, "The gospel is the power of God that
brings salvation to everyone who believes." The power is in the truth of God's
message, not in our abilities as message speakers. In fact, in the beginning of the first
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letter to the Corinthians, we are told God works most powerfully through those who
are not good with their words or considered important to society. That's because the
power isn't dependent on us.

That's why we can freely share the gospel regardless of how much we know or don't
know. It is also why we don't have to walk around with guilt because we didn't share
enough, or didn't have all the answers to their challenges. This is the opposite of
another common phrase used tod^ that Christians must first *'earn the right to be
heard'' before they can witness to i^ily and closest friends. I think it is great when
you are witnessing to show respect, patiently listen and demonstrate compassion. But
that phrase implies effective witness is all dependent on you - you performing
impressively enough to impact them. The power is not in our actions, but in God and
His message of truth. Besides many who say they "have to earn the right to be
heard" never get around to saying anjtthing. My father-in-law came to personal faith
in Jesus Christ through Jimmy Baker - right at the time he was filled with pride, very
materialistic and actively committing adultery. That isn't my evaluation, but Jimmy
Baker's after a year in prison! Many come to Christ through the words of awful
witnesses, because the power is in God and His truth. That is why we must speak the
gospel to people.

D. Use Biblically accurate materials
Finally today, because truth is so important, we need to carefully choose the literature,
gospel aids, websites, and movies we give to others as a witless for .lesus. It does us
no good to use something that is popular, but not Biblically accurate -I'm not talking
perfect here, but Biblically sound on the basics. For example, if we use an evangelistic
booklet that is by someone who doubts the full truthfulness of the Bible, then we
undermine any future discipleship which is dependent on the Bible's truth.

Or if a tract only speaks about our sin as "brokenness", we misrepresent the truth. Sin
causes brokenness. But today when most people think of "brokenness" they're
talking about something that happens to them rather than something that is caused by
them. They think they're broken because they are victims. But the Bible views our sin
as rebellion, idolatry, and willful actions on our part. We must find ways to express
that without watering it down. Watered down truth is no truth at all!

We'll tackle more next week -1 personally can't wait as these weeks have been most
challenging for me.
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