Evangelism:

A Holy “Coincidence”

Acts 8:26-40


I suspect that one of the problems that many people have with evangelism is that they consider themselves rank amateurs.  They don’t have a lot of confidence in their evangelism skills.  But here’s what I want to encourage you to think about today:  It’s ok to be an amateur.  It’s a lot like golfing or fishing or tennis.  Amateur athletes don’t let their amateur status interfere with their enjoyment of the game.  And most amateurs find that the can greatly improve their skills by consulting a pro.  Whenever get ready to go fly fishing,  I get out my Joan Wulff fly fishing video, to remind myself what I need to be doing.  


Our Bible story is sort of like that.  We’re going to get some pointers from a professional evangelist by the name of Philip.  Listen to this story of how Philip leads another person to Christ, and then we’ll talk about the skills that Philip was using.  Skills that you can also use.  

(Read Acts 8:26-40)


There was a man who was given a set of golf clubs for a retirement present.  The man had never played golf in his life, so he signed up for lessons with a golf pro.  The pro took him out to the course and showed him a few basic stances and swings.  He then invited the man to give it a try.  “Remember how I told you to swing the club, and try to hit the ball onto that green over there.”  


The man picked up a club and took a swing at the ball.  The ball soared into the air and landed on the green just a few inches from the hole.  The golf pro could not believe what he had just seen.  He stood in awe.  As he was gaining his composure, he stammered, “What you need to do now is go down there and sink the ball into the hole.”


The novice golfer was a little disturbed by what the golf pro said.  He responded, “You know, if you would have told me to hit it in the hole, I could have done that on the first shot, and we wouldn’t have had to walk all the way down there.”  (story file, 18.6.1)  


Well, with a few tips from a pro, maybe you can do as well in evangelism as this first time golfer did. 


Well, let’s meet our evangelism pro.  Have you heard of Philip before?  Let me give you some of his credentials.  He spent three years in on-the-job training with Jesus.  He was one of the twelve disciples.  He’s not as famous as some of the others, but he was right there with them, and if you look through the New Testament, you’ll hear his name mentioned quite a few times.  In the three years leading up to Jesus’ death and resurrection, Philip had as much trouble understanding Jesus as the rest of them did.  And after Pentecost, he was just as filled with the Holy Spirit as the rest of them were.  With the power of the Holy Spirit, Philip became an evangelist.  He was a leader in the early church, and one of the first deacons.  His family was also involved in ministry.  He had four daughters who were prophets.  Philip preached to multitudes, but he also took time to speak to people one on one.  He was into cross-cultural ministry.  He went out among the Samaritans, and today we see him talking to an Ethiopian.  


Because of Philip’s evangelistic efforts, a man high up in the government of Ethiopia met Jesus.  And according to Christian writers, this same man himself became a missionary to the people of Ethiopia.  


Well, that’s the story in a nutshell.  Now let’s look at the techniques that Philip used.  


I’ve identified four skills that I believe any of us amateurs can also learn and incorporate into our lives:

1.  I recently watched a video about dog training.  The trainer said that dogs, generally speaking, want to please their owners, but first you have to get their attention.  I think a similar thing is true of people.  God needs to get our attention.  It wasn’t tough to get Philip’s attention, because Philip was listening to God.  He was receptive.  Behind that receptivity was a basic belief.  Philip believed that God was at work in the world.  See, here’s the thing.  One reason that people fail in evangelism is that they presume that it’s what they do that’s important.   But God is the key player in evangelism.  Look at how God worked in this story.  Philip was listening to God and ready to go where God would send him.  The Ethiopian man was someone who wanted to know God.  We would call him a seeker.  And God arranged a meeting between the two.  I like to call this a Holy “coincidence.”  It may feel like an accident.  You just happened to be in this place, and ran into this particular person and something clicked.  

One time when a couple came in for premarital counseling they told me that they had met in a motel, hundreds of miles from either one of their homes.  And what was interesting about their story was that neither one of them had planned to be in that motel on that night.  They literally bumped into each other in the hall.  And something clicked.  They looked back and saw much more than just a coincidence.  Something more was involved.  

John Wesley used to talk about what he called prevenient grace.  What he meant by that was that God goes ahead to prepare the way in a person’s heart. You don’t have to do it all.  In fact, your part in evangelism is relatively small, but it’s still extremely important.  God chooses to work through us to touch other people.  So, practice the art of receptivity.  Stop your busy-ness long enough to hear God’s heartbeat in the rhythm of your day, and to feel God’s breath in the summer wind.  Be ready for God to talk to you, as to Philip.  God will.  So, be on the lookout for holy coincidences in your own life.  Be ready for God to surprise you with encounters where you can share your faith with someone whom God has been preparing for that moment. 

2.   So, the first skill to learn is receptivity.  The second skill we learn from Philip is obedience.  Like receptivity, it’s really not so much a skill as it is a mental attitude.  Did you notice that when God told Philip to go, Philip simply went?  No argument, no debate, he just went.  No negotiation, either.  It was in the middle of the day on a desert road, surely there are times of day that Philip would rather have gone down to Gaza.   But he had already decided that he would obey when God called.  You’ll see a lot more “coincidences” happening in your life when you are obedient to God’s instructions.  


One day a rabbi came home to find his nine-year-old daughter crying her eyes out.  He asked her what was wrong, and she told him that she and her friends had been playing hide and seek.  When it was her turn to hide, she hid so well that they had given up on finding her and went off to play another game.  She waited and waited for them to find her, and finally after about an hour she gave up.  The rabbi comforted his daughter, but he thought to himself, “I wonder if this is how God feels?”  (story file, 19.5.4)  Don’t play hide and seek with God!  Decide now that when God calls, you will go.  

3. Be receptive, be obedient.  Then, learn to listen.  Philip did not go rushing at the Ethiopian with a prepackaged evangelism presentation.  He listened.  He didn’t probe, nor did he pressure the man.  He just asked a simple, open-ended question.  Do you understand what you are reading?  And he let the man’s question guide the way.  Here again we get a key point about evangelism that challenges some of our stereotypes.  So often we think of evangelism as being pushy.  Intrusive.  It’s not.  

I read a fascinating article in the New York Times this week about how some people catch fish in Vermont and Virginia.   They shoot them.  That’s right.  They shoot fish.  They dress up in camouflage, they sit up in trees or stand in the shallow marshes.  Some people build “fish blinds” to sit in.  And they shoot the fish.  Legally.  I was talking about this while Caryn, Rich and I were on our way to the presbytery office on Wednesday, and Rich said, that’s not fishing, that’s hunting.  

Precisely!  And that’s the way it is with evangelism.  A lot of so-called evangelistic methods are really something else.  So, remember.  We’re not hunting.  We’re fishing.  And if you want to fish for people, you’ve got to start where they are.  Find out what they want to know.  Discover what’s bugging them and start there with your conversation.  Listen.  

4. Be receptive, be obedient, listen.  Then, bring them to Jesus.  

A pastor had invited all the kids to come down for the children’s sermon, and he started talking to them about frogs.  He said, “When I say ‘frog’ what’s the first thing that comes into your mind?”  

One child very quickly answered: “God.”

The pastor said, “Why do you think about God when I say ‘frog’?”

“Because I know you didn’t bring us down here to talk about frogs.” (story file, 18.12.2)


Like the pastor in the children’s sermon, we have an agenda.  That agenda is to bring people to Jesus.  We don’t need to be apologetic about that agenda.  We need to be gentle, respectful and patient.  But evangelism is our calling, so we need not apologize for wanting people to find Jesus.

Philip started where the Ethiopian was, but Philip also knew that the deep need of the man’s heart was to know Jesus, so that is where Philip took him.  Starting with the passage in Isaiah that the man was reading, Philip told him about Jesus and what Jesus had done.  He extended the invitation to become a part of the family.  And the man accepted.  


Now, I know what some of you are thinking.  This is where it starts to get out of my league.  I can’t do what Philip did, quoting scripture and remembering all those details and answering questions about the Bible.  


Perhaps not.  After all, Philip is a professional.  Then again, Philip only spent three years with Jesus.  How long have you been a Christian?  How many years have you been reading the Bible?  How many sermons have you listened to?  I’ll bet you know more than you’re letting on.  Think about it:  When you saw that passage from Isaiah that the Ethiopian was reading, did you say to yourself, hmm, sounds like Jesus?  I’ll bet most of you could tell someone else why Jesus came, and what he did for us.  I’ll bet you could explain to someone how they could become a follower of Jesus.  And if people ask you really tough questions, I’ll bet you know where you can send them for answers. 


Here’s how I think it works:   People think that they’re no good at evangelism, because they start with the fourth skill.   But if you really work on skills one through three—receptivity to God, obedience to God, and listening to people—then bringing people to Jesus will happen pretty naturally.  Why?  Because if you’re receptive to God, if you go where God says to go, God will match you up with people that you can relate to.  People who are ready.   And you’ll be ready too, like Philip was.  


But if you just go through your day as if God were somewhere in Europe, then you’ll miss the whole thing.  And you’ll think it’s because you just don’t know enough to be an evangelist.  So, why try?  


If you remember anything from this story, remember this:  God is the key player in evangelism, not you.   If you’re open to what God is doing, God will lead you.  


In one Sunday school class, some kindergarten kids learned about David and Goliath.  The teacher stressed this quote from the Bible:  “The Lord was with David.”  One little boy was so impressed with what he learned, that he went home and went through a book of illustrated Bible stories.  He found the one about David and Goliath and studied it carefully.  He was quite upset and went to show the book to his dad.  Daddy, there’s something wrong with this picture, he said.  His father studied it for a moment and then said, “What’s the problem?”  “Well, my Sunday school teacher told us  that the Lord was with David,” the boy said.  “But look at this picture.  There’s Goliath.  And there’s David.  But they left the Lord out!”  (story file, 19.5.1)


Moral of the story:  Leave the Lord IN!  
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