Boldness and Growth

As Moses and Tara Jaraysi poured over the results of our recent church survey over and over they encountered people who said they want this church to grow. I want you to know that I carry the same hope and in fact I believe that growth is God’s vision for the body of Christ. A quick look at the book of Acts will confirm that growth is normal in the Church Jesus Created. 
But in our situation we are looking for clues as to what drives growth. The answer to that is multifaceted and we have actually been talking about it for the last two months. Growth in the church Jesus created comes when we have a common mission, we are God directed and spirit powered, when we build authentic community, devote ourselves to worship, and we are a healing community. The one last ingredient we have not talked about is evangelistic Boldness. Let me show you what I mean.
Al describes himself as a “former highly driven, money-motivated entrepreneur.” He usually worked sixty hours a week at his consulting business. Though he was raised attending church, he says he “evaporated” shortly after his first communion service as a teenager. And while he had possessed a childhood faith, he had long since forgotten God by the time he got into his late thirties. Looking back now, he says, his spiritual condition was as cold as the blustery winter night when he ran into some people from a church doing a coffee outreach.
	Along with several hundred other moviegoers, Al was waiting in a long line on the opening night of a popular movie. The cold weather made the wait downright painful. To his surprise, a number of people were making their way through the crowd offering hot drinks to the movie fans as the line snaked its way into the theater. He was more curious about these people than just the free drinks they were offering. When they came to him, they offered him a hot chocolate or coffee to show him “God’s love in a practical way.” He said no thanks to the drink but took a card, which had information with the church’s name, phone number, and location. His skepticism came out immediately: “Oh, I get it, you’re doing this so I’ll come to your church, right?” He wasn’t ready for their response.
	“We’d be thrilled if you came to our church, but no, we’re not doing this for that reason. We’re here because it’s cold and you look like you could use some warmth! And, because God really loves you!” He could have fended off just about any other response. He was so moved by their compassion, authenticity, and dedication that he couldn’t enjoy the movie! He did come to church the following weekend and the weekend after that and so on. It’s been three years since that winter night, and Al has not only come to Christ, he has also grown immensely in his Christian life. In fact, he now reaches out with the boldness he experienced that night at the movies.
	It just seems to happen that way. When the church Jesus created begins to share the love of God with boldness and commitment, growth occurs. It is almost automatic! But I want you to think about the commitment it took for those people to be out there in the cold with their drinks to give away. Were they having fun! No, it’s not about fun, it’s about Jesus.
	In our scripture today Peter and John are standing before a group of powerful Jewish leaders. It was an intimidating situation. The scripture says they were threatened several times. But even in the midst of this they spoke their witness about Jesus boldly.
	What was bold about what they were saying? Well several things really. There is the statement they make in verse 10 in response to the question: “By what power or what name did you do this?” The question refers to the man who was lame and was healed as Peter and John invoked Jesus’ name. We talked about healing last week. Peter’s response was very pointed, “It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead, that this man stands before you healed.” 
	There are several very bold moves in this statement. Simply naming Jesus as the Messiah must have been highly controversial. Jesus was not of the high priestly family or wealthy, he was not much of a political figure, and he wielded no military power that might get rid of the pesky Romans. How could he be the Messiah, the one who would return Israel to her greatness? These leaders didn’t recognize him as Messiah; therefore he could not be the one. 
 If that were not enough to anger these powerful men, he then accuses them of killing the Messiah, and suggests that God raised him from the dead. Now resurrection was another matter, you see. The Sadducees who were very powerful in Temple politics did not believe in resurrection. They were very keen to shut the door on anyone who might be preaching something that they disagreed with. 
	There was a lot of Boldness in that one sentence. But they follow that with a scripture from Psalm 118 that says Jesus is the Messiah of God and that they were the builders who rejected the very stone that was to become the most important part of God’s plan here on earth. Jesus has become the capstone of the arch that holds everything up and together. They, the rulers of the Jews, were the ones who rejected God’s chosen one. 
	Finally, they made the boldest statement of all. This is a statement that was so bold that even after 2000 years we still recognize it as bold and provocative. “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” Many people dismiss this statement as the ravings of lunatics, it is so bold that it could not be true. The problem is that these men were simply being good disciples of Jesus. Jesus himself says the same thing in the Gospel of John 14:6 “I am the way, and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” So if they are lunatics then so is Jesus.
	I don’t know about you but I am not sure I could have stood before the Sanhedrin full of upset, powerful people and made such bold statements. But it is the Boldness that drew people to Jesus, and the ministry of the church. It was a boldness that sought to shine a light in the darkness.   	 
	The funny thing is the Sanhedrin really had no power against such Boldness. They were taken aback that these bold words and great courage were coming from, “unschooled, ordinary men.” And the scripture says, “Since they could see the man who had been healed standing there with them, there was nothing they could say.”  The leaders said, “Every one in Jerusalem knows that they have done an outstanding miracle, and we cannot deny it. We must warn these men to speak no longer to anyone in this name.” When you bring light into the darkness no one can openly argue against it. Though they will try to caution you about speaking boldly.
What has happened to our boldness about who Jesus is and what he has done for us? I’ll tell you what has happened. We’ve been too long listening to the politically correct Sadducees of our time telling us not to speak to anyone in Jesus’ name that we have indeed quit. They say that in our world today it is just not rational to speak as if Jesus were the only way to salvation. We certainly can’t be so arrogant as to believe that we alone have found the way to God. But if we look closely we will find that those who don’t want us to speak in Jesus’ name also don’t believe in the resurrection, or the virgin birth. They don’t believe that Jesus actually healed anybody, nor that he walked on water, or fed the five thousand. There are always going to be people who think that the boldness of the Christian faith and witness ought to be reigned in, because they know when you reign in the boldness the growth goes away, there will no longer be any power behind it. 
	 Gospel Singer Amy Grant is a great example of this. In 1986 a great controversy swirled around the Christian world because she was “Crossing Over” into the secular market. Many Christians were outraged that people could tune into any rock station in the nation and hear Amy sing about her love for Jesus. 
	At a concert that summer Grant told about the songs she was working on and how her tour was going. But then it became very quiet, and out of the silence she confessed to feeling great pain over all the abuse and derision from her sisters and brothers in Christ. She then visibly straightened up and spoke of her resolve not to listen to it. And then came these words: “Some people think I should stand in the light and give my witness. But I believe God has called me to stand in the dark, and there give off my light. I know there is danger in the dark, but God’s word has told that I’m all right as long as I don’t lose sight of the light.” Boldness stands in darkness to bring light!
We need to stop listening to the Sadducees. We need to respond to them just as Peter and John did when they said, “ Judge for yourself whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” Instead we should begin to listen to people like Al whose life has been transformed by Bold Christianity. In his book “Aqua Church” Leonard Sweet has this to say, “Light illumines darkness. If there’s darkness, the blame should be attached where it belongs; not to the world that is dark but to the church which is failing to provide light.
If there’s spiritual blandness, the blame should be placed where it belongs; not on the world that is so bland and boring, but on the church which has been given a gospel which adds spice to life but is placing the world on a salt-free diet. If there’s rottenness, the blame should be placed where it belongs; not on the world that is rotting, but on the church which isn’t salting it enough to stop it from going bad. If there’s unfed hunger out there, the blame should be placed where it belongs; not on those who are gobbling up counterfeit spiritualities and fast-food pieties, but on the leaven that isn’t getting into the dough to make bread for a hungry world.”
	If we want our church to grow we are going to have to reclaim our boldness about the good news we have in Jesus. We need to begin to think outside the box when it comes to being bold in our day and sharing God’s love with our community. Boldness in our day may not be standing on a street corner with tracts in hand. We live in a consumer driven economy. Maybe it is time to find new ways to serve those in the community and through our service invite them to faith in Jesus. We already heard of one example, people taking coffee to people standing in line for a movie. But listen to this. 
Bill tells a story of how the church literally came to him a few years back while he was busy at the engineering firm where he works. An outreach team met Bill one day as they were doing a restroom-cleaning project. He was a bit taken aback when they offered their introduction: “Hi, we’d like to clean your toilets for free – just to show you the love of Christ.” Now that is a bold statement.
	“”That’s kind of a polarizing opener,” Bill said. “You tend to either laugh, thinking this must be a joke, or you just recoil in shock. Personally, I was totally surprised by the offer.” 
	Bill was so moved by the project that he decided to check out what kind of church would clean toilets. He says, “I always had a concept of God, but it was kind of vague.” “The outreach of the church got me hooked enough to come and check out what was going on. I received Christ, and my life has been changed in some amazing ways since then.”
	I want this to be a church that is growing also. I want to be a part of church that is bold enough to clean toilets. Bold enough to go against what conventional wisdom would like us to believe about the love of God and the nature of the church.  Bold enough to become light in the darkness, and salt to a tastless, rotting world. We have done a number of outreaches like this over the years, have you participated? When you heard it announced did you say, “I’ve got to do that because of what Jesus has done for me”, or did you ignore the invitation? In fact, we will be doing an outreach like this during our GIC weekend. We will be washing cars for free. Part of that we do really well and part of it we struggle with. What we do well is the service part. We don’t mind washing the cars. Do you know what we struggle with? Telling people God loves them. When are you going to have enough training in the church to tell someone boldly that God loves them? 
	This is the ultimate ministry of the church Jesus created. May God bless us with both boldness and growth, as we minister in Jesus’ Name.
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