
' n Applying Grace to Our Witness "7
'  Sharing Jesus with family, close friends and others who know us very well

Acts 14:8-20; Luke 15:11-32

If you talk about bringing the good news of Jesus to family members, it doesn't take long before
some incredibly difficult situations are brought up.

Larry's brother Len has been in a cult known for its heavy use of drugs for almost a decade. His
mind no longer works well after all the peyote, ecstasy and LSD. Because of the cult's illegal
activities, Len is also wanted by law enforcement authorities in several states. Larry only hears
from Len when it might be safe to send an email from one of his numerous aliases. Larry never
seems to speak about Len without tears in his eyes. "How can I get someone to understand the
good news about Jesus when their mind has been blown by drugs?"

Mark has not spoken to his brother Matthew in almost decade because the last time they saw
each other Matthew threatened to kill Mark if he saw him again. Partly because of a genetic
mental illness and partly from Matthew's New Age chanting, the two are about as far apart as
brothers can be. Their dad's health is quickly declining and he's getting close to death. "Can
two guys serve as pallbearers without ever talking to each other?" Mark wonders. How can
he be a witness for Jesus to his brother?

Allison came to faith as a freshman in college. Soon after she changed her position on abortion
from "pro-choice" to "pro-life". That only seem natural to her friends in the Christian
fellowship. But it sounded like treason to Allison's mother who was a national leader in the
abortions rights movement. During one of the Supreme Court cases in Washington, Allison
marched with a sign that read "stop abortion now," while her mom stood a few hundred feet
away chanting "keep your rosaries offmy ovaries," Allison wonders how an34:hing she says
about the Bible will ever be heard by her mom.

Harry grew up attending a church that spoke more about social issues than salvation. He was in
his early 30s when he heard the gospel for the first time. When Harry trusted Jesus as his Lord
and Savior he couldn't wait to tell his father (and his father's second wife), his mother (and her
fourth husband) and his 11 stepbrothers & stepsisters. He found the New Testament teaching on
sexual puritv especially helpful since his parents numerous marriages had all been plagued with
infidelity. While Harry's newfound faith created only a minor strain in his relationship with his
parents, his newfound morality opened a major rift. It seems he gets more ridicule for not
sleeping with his girlfriend from his "sexually liberated" parents than he would have from his
fraternity brothers back in college. "How do I reach them when they are so mad at me for just
living out God^s truth?"

The situations we face in trying to bring the gospel to our family and closest friends will look
absolutely impossible at times. It is no different from the early church. Can you imagine what
the apostle Paul's relatives were thinking about him before he came to faith in Jesus. "Please
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pray for my cousin SauVs salvation. There ̂s no one more spiritually lost, yet he can't see it
He hates Jesus followers so much he has made it his job to harass, arrest and destroy their
lives." An impossible prayer by any human standard! But not impossible for God! There is no
limit to God's grace! That is why this process of witnessing to our family and closest friends
must begin in our own hearts. We need to have an abundance of grace flowing from deep within
which is empowered by the Holy Spirit who indwells all true believers. Let's look at Acts 14.

PROPOSITION: Understanding God's grace unleashes more of it in our lives and helps us be
more effective in our witness to our family and closest friends

I. Common grace Acts 14:8-20

A. There are people who are spiritual but far from Biblical Acts 14:11
One of the church planting efforts in the book of Acts that I've rarely seen studied in
American churches today is the founding of the church in Lystra. Paul and Barnabas
went there to start a church during their first missionary journey after a plot to kill
them was discovered in Iconium. At Lystra, God provided clear proof of their
preaching by healing a man crippled problems from birth. We read the result in verse
11, READ. Rather than lead people to Jesus, this miracle of God led people in Lystra
to consider Barnabas and Paul as gods themselves. Notice these people were not
secular philosophers like in Athens in Acts 17, nor were they from a Jewish
background like Pisidian Antioch in Acts 13. They are spiritual but their faith is
based on something very different than the Bible, They worshipefe^^fc^ds. With
the exception of worshipping '^physical images of idols", these people would not be
all that different from a number of your relatives and closest friends. They believe that
there are things beyond the physical but they are defining those spiritual things on
very different basis than the Bible. So how do Paul and Barnabas seek to connect with
these people?

B. We do challenge the false and offer a different way Acts 14:14-15
They were not afraid to challenge the false and offer a different perspective. READ v
15. They said that there is nothing special about us - we are people just like you. But
we are bringing you good news so that you can turn from worthless things to the
living God who made everything. While they challenged the false, notice they did so
only briefly and in the context of pointing to something greater. They didn't spend
most of their effort trying to prove the falseness of the peoples' beliefs. Instead, they
focused on the goodness of God being expressed in the people's lives long before
those people considered turning to the true God of the Bible.

C. Pointing to God's blessings for all Acts 14:17
READ V 17. Notice the good things mentioned: rain at the needed times, abundant
crops, food and good times - these are all special blessings that God gives to all
humans. Even though the people's understanding of God was messed up, Paul
emphasizes the goodness of God which is freely given to all. We call this "common
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grace". Common grace refers to the good gifts of God that are given to all people and
not just those who are dedicated followers. It is undeserved blessings which God
extends to all humans. Common grace is the grace of God that benefits all regardless
if those people recognize the true God who is giving them or not. If you look at our
stained glass windows — the one on your right represents General Revelation - how
God reveals Himself in His creation. The deer, birds, lakes, streams, trees, mountains,
and beautiftil sky are blessings for all of us. Hopefully, you'll get the chance this next
week to enjoy the incredible colors of our trees as they change color before they fall.
That is a blessing from God's design - the beauty of which brings joy to Christian and
non-Christian alike. Talking about the good things around us can help us as we seek to
witness to some of our family members and closest fnends.

Rather than trying to convince people of how miserable they are, we simply discuss
some good things they enjoy - then connect those to the Lord. This is not for every
conversation, nor does the other person always come to accept Jesus as the source, but
in a number of cases it opens up greater discussion of spiritual things. Because a
number of people come to Christ after struggling inside for meaning, purpose or
deeper relationships, we are tempted to make it our goal to convince those closest to
us that they are miserable and lacking inside. "Aren't you empty inside?" "Not
really." **Aren 'tyou looking for more out of life?" "I'd love to have more money
happiness and fun. Why not?" "Aren't you miserable without Jesus?" "Only if you
keep talking to me about him?" Why not take time to talk to people about the good
things in life like food, friends, what's beautiful & enjoyable; then associate those
things with Jesus. This is not a substitute for sin, judgment, or repentance because
Paul has already told them to "turn from worthless things" in verse 15.

Consider Roy. He's a retired Naval officer and had tried many ways to witness to his
unsaved sister but made no progress until he stopped criticizing her expensive
decorating tastes and lavish entertainments. "Her Thanksgiving dinners were so
extravagant, all I could think of was how much money could have gone to
missions instead. I ruined many family meals by talking about starving people
who would be so much better off if we would just sacrifice more." At some point,
Roy tried a different tactic. He started to ask about what his sister enjoyed about her
paintings on the wall and shared about his love of food. And although they saw these
from different perspectives, Roy and his sister enjoyed God's common grace as
something worth celebrating. Then additional spiritual conversations opened up.

II. "Scandalous" grace Luke 15:11-32
Common grace is for all and we often take that for granted. There is another grace God
lavishes on those who humble themselves before Jesus and this grac^hould shock us. When
grace no longer confounds us, it stops transforming us. We see the scandal of God's grace
for the repentant clearly in a well-known NT parable often called "The prodigal son." Turn
to Luke 15:11. Notice here that this parable is not just about a lost son that went off the deep
end - but about two different sons. READ v 11.
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A. The prodigal God (outrageous grace) Luke 15:22-24
Most people stop with the first son. He got tired of his family and their values, so he
asked his Dad for half of the family's possessions and then went off to waste it all on
parties, drugs and riotous living. It didn't take long before that younger son had
nothing left. To make it worse, a great recession ha^y^ncdTTo just survive, he had to
take an extremely demeaning job to someone that was not supposed to eat pork - and
it didn't even provide enough income for his own food. So we read in v 17-20a
READ. What is the Father's response? READ v 22-24. After wasting V2 of the
family's savings which the father had sacrificed greatly to save up - when the younger
son honestly repented the Dad threw a lavish, over-the-top party. Totally undeserved,
exceedingly abundant grace is what the Dad showed the son. Sometimes you hear
people speak of this parable as the "prodigal son" and they think the definition of
"prodigal" is "wayward*\ That's simply false. The word prodigal actually means
over-the-top lavish, extravagant. Pastor Tim Keller rightly points out it is the Father
who is prodigal - his book is called "The Prodigal God," because this father, who
represents God, lavishly and extravagantly pours out grace on his greedy &
materialistic younger son. (Now historically the word "prodigal" can also refer to the
son because "prodigal" also refers to someone that is wasteful in their extravagance.)

B. The whining older brother (self-righteousness hinders witness) Luke 15:28-30
While most people in our day stop at this point in the parable, they miss Jesus's main
point. It is the whiny older brother's reaction to the father's extravagance that proves
how scandalous God's love for us really is. Because it is such a lavish, extravagant,
and totally un-deserved gift, the elder brother thinks it is UNFAIR. Listen to the older
brother's response to his Dad's generosity to his younger brother. READ v 28-30.

"Where is my party," the older brother is demanding. And if we were completely
honest, we've all felt this at times when we see others be blessed by God through

/^oai'cg^Ifbn grace who clearly don't deserve it. At these times, self-righteousness arises
^ within us and it distorts r^lity. We exaggerate the good in us and magnify the bad in

them! ^

It's unfair - 'I've slaved for you'. Really? You received no income or benefits all
these years? Highly unlikely! It's unfair - "I never disobeyed". Really? As a dad 1
find that hard to believe. Even the most obedient kid disobeys at times. It's unfair - "I
never received anything - not even a young goat". Really? This dad doesn't seem
to be one who never gave ̂  presents at birthdays, Christmas or other special
occasions. Self-righteousness causes us to see our situations in a distorted and false
way with just enough truth that we can justify our own self-deception.

What's interesting is that this father shows incredible grace to both sons - one lost in
worldliness and the other lost in self-righteousness. He graciously comes out to the
one consumed by self-righteousness and doesn't attack back, but gently reasons. The
older son represents the religious leaders of Jesus's day, but it also represents an
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attitude in all of us that steals away the wonder of grace and really hinders our
witness, especially to those who are not Christians yet.

Randy Newman, whom Pm indebted to greatly for this series, shared an event in his
own life that has really stuck in my mind. Randy received a call from his high school
son which shook their family. The son was at the police station because of his
addiction to marijuana — and contrary to the statements made today, people can and do
get addicted to marijuana. Even though their son needed to light up 5 to 6 times a day,
the parents had no idea. As a part of his son's long recovery program, the parents had
to take classes also. So Randy walked in to a gathering of parents whose kids were
addicted and living totally messed up lives. In particular was a single mom who feared
for her son now that he was trying to quit a gang and drugs. She was nervously chain
smoking, had a ring with a satanic pentagram on it, which matched her orange dyed
hair, crystal earrings and black lipstick. Then she mentioned how being a witch helped
her in dealing with the stress. The first thought that came to Randy's mind was, "no
wonder your son is so screwed up, lady. What do you expect? You're a satanic
witch!" Then another thought came into his mind from the Holy Spirit, "SOy Randy,
what are you doing here?" I know that I have had such self- righteous thoughts
before. I've magnified my goodness and their failures. This hinders God's grace from
over-whelming me. Our judgmentalism offers us a false sense of control but it is
really a sin and idolatry. In fact, it's so bad that nothing short of the death of Jesus on
the cross could possibly pay for my self-righteousness. God's grace is truly
scandalous - He is a prodigal God who lavishly pours out what we don't deserve.

C. Be personally overwhelmed by God's scandalous, prodigal grace
As Christians who want to witness to our family and closest friends, we want to
regularly be overwrielmed by God's scandalous, awesome grace. Self-righteousness
will regularly crept into our lives and we'll start to think we deserve God's grace.

There was a young woman in Ireland who was responsible to teach religion to 7^*^ and
8^^ grade boys from a really tough neighborhood. Her beginning lessons in Genesis
didn't go so well. The boys paid little attention to her lofty descriptions of God's
creative acts in chapter 1. The only response she got from chapter 2 were the boy's
snickers at the thought of the man and woman being naked. She knew it was essential
that these boys understand God viewed them as rebels from chapter 3 but how could
she get that message through.

She came up with a novel approach. She brought in clay and papier-mache and told
the boys to make their own planet and creatures to live on that planet. They were
really excited. And as you might guess from junior high boys, the inhabitants look
more like Godzilla, fire-breathing dragons, and goblins then anything in our world.
The boys then got to play with their creation.
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The next day, the teacher announced "we need some rules for your creatures.
They're biting each other's heads off and ruining the planet," So the boys put
together a list of rules, the first one being "you must obey us - we created you!"
Play that day went really well. The following day, the teacher began with this
announcement: "the creatures have decided they are not going to obey your
rules". The schoolboys yelled out, "WHAT?" The teacher continued "They're not
going to obey your rules. They've got free will. And they've told me they don't
like your restrictive rules. Now go play with them. But remember they will not do
what you say." One by one the boys expressed incredible outrage. "Bi// w made
themV^ "So what" the teacher replied. Finally one boy, in the back of the room stood
up, put his hands on his hip, and yelled at the top of his lungs, "77/ break their
blankety-blank legs!'' Now the teacher knew they were ready to understand Genesis
3. Until our rebellion against our Creator is seen as horrific as it really is, God's rescue
of us out of our sin won't seem all that great. It's only when we grasp the scandal of
God's grace that the words of '^Amazing Grace" truly becomes such a sweet song.

III. Further implications of grace for sharing our faith

A. Speak more about the goodness of God Romans 2:4
What are some other implications of grace for sharing our faith? Since common grace
is something that all people experience, let's refer to it more. Use more "us" and "we"
rather than "you." Expressing gratitude for God's blessings may seem like a foreign
language to some, but it is one that draws people in. Our world is so full of cynicism.
"It's a great blessing that we can all be here together." "Hasn't God been good to
us in keeping us in good health?" "Isn't it amazing how many different delicious
varieties of fruit God created?" "Ever wonder who's behind all this beauty?"
Speaking positively about a good meal or great book or a lesson you saw in a movie
may pave the way for openness to discussion on God's grace and mercy. It is not the
only way, but as Romans 2:4 reminds us "God's kindness is intended to lead people
to repentance." God wants to draw people to Himself through seeing His kindness.

B. Share testimony with 'wonder' rather than 'pride' Ephesians 2:8-9
Since God's grace is so scandalous and God himself is such a prodigal (remember
that means "exceedingly extravagant"), we should share our testimony with wonder
rather than pride. Some people's testimony sounds like, "I once was stupid, but now
I'm smart. I once was bad, but now I cleaned up my act." That's a long way from
John Newton's "/ was once blind but now I see." Wonder for God's grace. As
Ephesians 2:8-9 reminds us, we been saved by grace which is not from ourselves but
totally the gift of God. You didn't become a Christian because you're smarter or more
deserving than your relatives. I simply encourage you to check your words and
thoughts to make sure we aren't taking credit for what God has marvelously done.
Continually share the wonder of God's work in your life.

C. Let God's scandalous grace overcome fear of witnessing Col 2:14
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Since God's grace is zo scandalous and amazing, we should ask God for it to so
overwhelm our liv^ that it overcomes other emotions that keep us from witnessing. A
number of peopleysay that they don't witness to their family or closest friends because
they're afraid to. It's not that these families or friends are particularly evil or will
physically harm them. Instead there is this vague cloud of fear that immobilizes the
Christian from saying anything. Many of these believers p^^^have tried to muster
up the courage to witness with little or no success. Let's try soaking in grace instead.
Visualize a list of your sins nailed to the cross as seen in Colossians 2:14, including
the fear of other people's disapproval. Ask God to move you from fears to tears -
tears of compassion for your family or closest friends who would benefit from the
same liberation God has graciously brought to you. AND apply that same grace to the
guilt you feel for not witnessing more.

D. Answering negative comments with common grace
Finally, if your attempts to wake people up spiritually aren't working (and there is
nothing wrong with doing that), try answering their negative comments with common
grace instead. For example - Your uncle makes a critical remark about marriage.
Rather than say ̂ ^Well, the Bible says marriage is a reflection of Christ love for the
church. Maybe you should consider that some time." Instead answer with a sense of
common grace - "Marriage sure does have its challenges. But it also has some
great blessings, don't you think?"

Your brother tells you a dirty joke then apologizes saying, "Oh, that's right. You
don't tell those kinds of jokes. Sorry." Rather than saying 'Hhat^s right. I don 7 tell
those kind ofjokes, so I'd appreciate it if you wouldn *t tell them either." Instead,
answer with a sense of common grace - "I do like jokes. Have you heard this
one?..." And then tell a clean joke that you like.

Your dad whines about "how the world is going to hell in a handbasket". Rather
than saying "it sure is. In fact, Jesus said it's only going to get worse. Are you
ready?" Instead, answer with a sense of common grace - "there sure are a lot of
upsetting things going on. But there are a lot of good things happening to. That's
what always amazes me. People are capable of the worst and the best. Ever
wonder about that?"

Your sister says, "My neighbor is disgustingly rich. But she's miserable. You'd
think all that money would buy her some happiness." Rather than saying "it never
can. That's why the Bible says, 'The love of money is the root of all sorts of evil.'"
Instead, answer with a sense of common grace ~ "that's really sad, isn't it? Why do
you think money disappoints so much?"

We'll tackle more next week - let's pray!
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