       1/22/06 Sermon:  “ Epiphany = Evangelism ”
       ( Isaiah 55:1-11; 1st Peter 3:8-18a; Matthew 28:18-20 )
***********************************************************
     We have been in the Church season called “Epiphany” ever since January 6th of this year.  What does that word “Epiphany” mean?  The word “Epiphany” comes from the original Greek of the New Testament and means “to shine forth.”  

     During Epiphany we often focus on how the Gospel of Jesus shines forth to people of all places, times and races.  This was a new way of thinking for the first Christians who were Jewish.  Even the Apostle Peter needed a vision from God to help him understand that the salvation of Jesus is for ALL people.

     Please understand.  It’s not like the Bible is unclear about the fact that Christ came to save all people.  The problem is that we sinners tend to be a bit selfish and so we are not as concerned as God about the salvation of other people we have never met.  We sinners also fall into the trap of thinking that we are God’s favorites, and that others are not quite as worth of salvation as we are – especially if they speak a different language or have a different color skin. 

     Sadly, we sinners sometimes assume that God thinks the way we do.  The result is that we might be tempted to ignore what the Bible clearly says about Christ coming to save ALL people.  

     The Old Testament Scriptures are full of texts about this.  Let me give you just one example.  In Genesis chapter 12 God told Abraham that his “Seed”, Who is Jesus, would bless ALL NATIONS – which means all people in the world!
     We find the same language in the New Testament.  For instance, our Gospel reading is Matthew 28:18-20.  What does Jesus say there?  He says to His apostles:  “Make disciples of ALL NATIONS!”  Jesus is here teaching that His salvation is NOT only for the Jews but for ALL PEOPLE.  Isn’t it obvious how this relates to Epiphany?  Jesus wants His Gospel to shine forth to people of all places, times and races!

     With that understood, Epiphany is a good time of the year to talk about Evangelism.  What does that word “Evangelism” mean?  This English word is based on the Greek word “angelia” which is where we also get our English word “angel”.  The Greek word “angelia” means “message”. 

     Now, the early Christians took the Greek word “angelia” and put the Greek vocable “eu” in front of it.  The vocable “eu” means “good”.  They ended up with a word pronounced “euangelion” – which means “Good Message” or “Good News”.  So, the English word “Evangelism” comes from the Greek word “euangelion” which means “Good News”.
     Isn’t it obvious how Epiphany is related to Evangelism?  Listen to these words of Jesus from the end of Mark’s Gospel:  “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.  Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.”

     Even though it’s always good to talk about Evangelism in Church, Epiphany is a season of the Church year when it is especially appropriate to speak about Evangelism.  Epiphany reminds us that the Good News of Jesus should “shine forth” to people of all places, times and races.  The way this happens is through “Evangelism”, that is, when God’s people proclaim the “Good News” wherever God has placed them to be His witnesses.
     Think about it.  The reason that you are a Christian is that God used some other person to bring the Good News to you.  In fact, many people here today have ancestors that came to America from various nations in Europe.  Did you know that the people in that part of the world were not always Christians?  We German Lutherans have ancestors who were barbarian idol worshippers!
     But thanks be to God, the love of Jesus moved some Christians from the Mediterranean area to travel north to Europe and risk their lives so they could bring the Good News to the unbelievers who lived there.  The early Christians understood that Epiphany equals Evangelism!

     That is why YOU are saved!  God used a chain of Evangelism throughout history with the result that some person brought the Good News to you.  For most of you God probably used your parents who brought you to Holy Baptism and raised you in the Christian Faith.  

     However, some of you may have come from a non-Christian family and heard the Gospel when you were older from some person whom God had placed in your life.  In any case, Epiphany equals Evangelism is the reason you are sitting here today, trusting in Jesus as your Lord and Savior.

     When people speak the Good News about Jesus, God works miracles in the hearts of unbelievers.  Remember our Old Testament reading from Isaiah chapter 55?  Listen again to verse 11 where God speaks about His Word:  “…My word that goes out from My mouth:  It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”
     Did you hear that?  The Word of God has power and it will do what God wants it to do.  Therefore, it is not our job to change a person’s heart.  We CAN’T do that!  Only the Holy Spirit working through God’s Word can convict people of sin and bring them to faith in Jesus – and the Spirit does that where and when it pleases Him.  Therefore, it is merely our job to proclaim God’s Word.  Epiphany equals Evangelism!
     Sadly, that word “Evangelism” is often misunderstood because it is defined in such a narrow way.  When people hear the word “Evangelism” they picture the pastor stuffing some tracks in your left hand and then sending you marching through the residential part of town where you will then use your right hand to knock on a stranger’s door so you can say:  “Hi!  My name is ‘so and so’, and I would like to tell you about Jesus!”  

     If that is how we understand “Evangelism” then it is no wonder most church members run and hide when they are asked to help with “Evangelism” at their local congregation.  But there is so much more to Evangelism than the narrow example I just gave you.  In fact, going door to door and trying to get into a stranger’s home so you can tell them about Jesus is probably the worst way of witnessing about Jesus.

     How does God want us to think of our role in “Evangelism”?  Listen to this section from our second reading for today.  1st Peter 3:15 reads:  “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.”  There are 4 things about Evangelism that we learn from this text.
     First, Peter says:  “…in your hearts set apart Christ as Lord.”  As Christians we must remember that our lives are not our own.  We are forgiven.  We have the hope of eternal life with God.  We have been saved.  However, Christ is not merely our Savior.  Christ is also our Lord.  He is in control, not us!  He knows what’s best, not us!  Our lives belong to Him, not to ourselves!
     This means that we do all that we do to the glory of God.  Whatever our job or vocation in life may be, we view our work as a service to the Lord as we serve others.  Our money is God’s, not ours.  Therefore, we pray to God about how we should use our money.  Our time is God’s, not ours.  Therefore, we pray to God about how we should use our time.  God has given us our talents and abilities.  Therefore, we pray to God about how we should use our skills to serve His Church.

      Peter says that you should set apart Christ as Lord.  The Lord has a plan for your life. Part of that plan includes being a witness for Him so that others can hear the Good News.

     That takes us to the second thing we learn about Evangelism from this text.  Peter says:  “Always be prepared to give an answer…”  Did you hear that?  Being a faithful witness for Jesus doesn’t happen by accident.  You need to be prepared.  How do you prepare yourself to be a witness?  Grow in the knowledge of God’s Word!

     A big problem in the Lutheran Church is that many of our members stop growing in God’s Word after they are Confirmed in 8th grade – and even then they maybe didn’t learn very much and eventually forget what little they did learn.  This is sad!

     We all need to repent of our laziness and apathy when it comes to growing in the knowledge of God’s Word.  Not only do we need to grow in God’s Word so that we can avoid sin and be comforted with God’s promises.  We also need to grow in God’s Word so that we can be prepared to give an articulate witness for Jesus when God gives us the opportunity.

     I’m so glad that we have close to 50 adults attending Bible Class every Sunday – not counting the attendance at other Bible Classes during the week.  But the last time I checked we have well over 500 Confirmed members at Concordia!  There’s room for you in Bible Class!  But if we get over 200 in Bible Class we’ll have to build another building.  We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.
     Third, Peter says:  “…to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”  Did you hear the words “to everyone who asks”?  What needs to happen for a person to ASK you to tell them about Jesus?  You need to have a relationship with that person.  You need to be his or her friend.  People need to trust you and know that you are concerned about them.

     There’s a popular saying you may have heard:  “People won’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.”  How can you members of Concordia do Evangelism?  Be a friend.  Love your neighbor.  Show people you care.  

     You may not talk about Jesus right away.  Wait for God to open the door.  The best witness is the one asked for.  When God does open the door and someone asks you about the hope you have in Jesus, then you have a wonderful opportunity!

     Peter gives us the fourth and final point about Evangelism when he says:  “But do this with gentleness and respect.”  The devil rejoices when we proclaim God’s word with a spirit of hatred and ridicule.  We must repent of this sin!  
     Don’t get me wrong!  We must speak the Truth.  We must not tolerate or affirm the sins condemned by God’s Word.  But we must speak this Truth in love.  This does not guarantee that people will listen to us or like what we say.  No matter how gentle and loving we are, some will still hate us because they hate Jesus.
     But the harshness and hatred of unbelievers is no excuse for us Christians to behave the same way.  We are called to speak the Truth in love.  We give our witness with gentleness and respect.  As Peter said:  “Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with blessing, because to this you were called…”
     In closing, always remember that Epiphany equals Evangelism.  You are here today as a forgiven child of God because God used someone to bring the Good News to you.  In the same way, God will use YOU to shine forth His Good News in this world.

     None of us are the perfect witnesses for Jesus that we should be.  Sometimes we’re not prepared.  Other times we don’t witness at all because we’re lazy or apathetic or scared or ashamed.  Many times we are simply distracted from being a witness because we are focusing on other trivial interests.

     If you have been convicted of such sins today, then hear the Good News:  Your sins are forgiven!  Jesus died on the Cross for you.  You are holy in God’s sight.  Sinner though you are, you have been saved.  You are God’s dearly loved child, and God has a plan for you.  Part of that plan includes being His witness in this world so that other sinners might have hope!
     Epiphany equals Evangelism!  That’s why you are here today as one of God’s children.  God will use you members of Concordia to continue His mission in this world – starting right here in Jamestown!  Amen!

