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This coming Thursday marks the 40th days after Easter.  It’s the Day of Ascension on the liturgical calendar for those of you who are keeping track.  The number 40 bears great significance in the Bible.  It represents a period of trail and testing.  As we know, the Israelites were wandering in the wilderness for 40 years, Jesus was tempted out in the desert for 40 days and 40 nights, and Noah spent also 40 days and 40 nights in the ark.  


During these 40 days of Easter, it was also a period of testament of our will and determination of faith.   The resurrected Christ was making His presence known by appearing and witnessing to many of His disciples.  Some people had not seen Him but many had.  Some even got a chance to touch Him and eat with Him in person.  Those who have witnessed Him went out joyously and shared what they saw and experienced with others.  

During these 40 days, however, Jesus also reminded His followers NOT to hold on to Him, because this was not where He ultimately belongs.  He must soon return to His Father in Heaven and He promised that He will return once again in proper time.  His earthly mission had been accomplished and it was now up to His followers (including us today) to carry on the work that He had started, continue to run the race that He had run.  “In a little while the world will no longer see me,” Jesus said, “but you will see me; because I live, you also will live.”


Jesus gave us an assurance that even though He may not stay with us on earth forever, God will never leave us alone.  “I will not leave you orphaned.”  Jesus said. “I am coming to you.  The Father will give you another Advocate, to be with you forever.”


Many of these disciples once again found themselves caught in a liminal state - a state of limbo of not knowing what was going on?  Jesus came back, but only for a little while.  But now He announced that he’s leaving us and another person is coming after Him.  What is going on here?  


The bottom line is Jesus must return to be with the Father in Heaven because that’s where He belongs.  Jesus assured us that God will not forsake us.  The arrival of the Holy Spirit signified that the disciples shall no longer be dependent upon Jesus’s physically presence here….because Jesus lives IN them through the Holy Spirit in the lives.  The Holy Spirit empowered them (and to us today) to do greater things through our commitment and faith in Christ.  

So it was a good thing that Jesus wasn’t around them forever.  They must relinquish of their dependency upon Jesus by taking up the race that Christ had started and charged them to run.  The mission of God must go on!  They must go on without Him, by going out and proclaiming the good news everywhere and to everyone.
  The Holy Spirit gave them the ability and the power that they never knew they had….the gift of witness and faith through the resurrected Christ.  

As we read earlier in the Apostle Peter’s letter to the early church, we were reminded that, when it comes to sharing our faith, we must always be ready to share our faith stories in unexpected ways.  We must also endure any trials, suffering and even persecution like those of the early church and for many Christians today.  The Holy Spirit empowers us and gives us strength.  It equips us and enables us to articulate our faith and to do things that we have never imagined before.  


Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence.
  

Sharing our faith in today’s secular society can be a quite intimidating and daunting task.  We must overcome our fears and be willing to take risks that are involved.  We fear of being rejected and losing our friendship or relationship with others.  We are mindful of not becoming offensive, rude or intolerant of other people’s background, whether they have other faith or no-faith at all.  However, that does not mean that we shall discount God’s sovereign authority and empowerment in us.  God CAN and WILL use us as His hands and feet of grace.  

Furthermore, the Apostle Peter reminded us that we share our faith and our hope in Christ out of “gentleness” and “reverence”.  In some other version, the Greek terms were translated into “humility” and “respect”.  


We must earn the respect and gain the trust among those whom we seek to share the gospel with.  We cannot simply shove it down people’s throats and force people to believe.  Our Reformed understanding teaches us that salvation is ultimately not up to us, but up to the sovereign and gracious God.  We are simply the messengers or agents of God’s mission here on earth. 

If you think being a faithful and obedient church in the 21st Century is difficult and challenging, guess what?  You’re right!  We have it much easier than those of the 1st Century.  They basically had to start everything from scratch….perhaps that can be a good thing.  The early church in the 1st century was truly led by the Spirit.  They didn’t have to live up to their predecessors’ expectations, the history of rules, regulations, and tradition. They didn’t have the responsibilities of maintaining a facility and taking care of the property because they pretty much worship anywhere and at any time.  They channeled all of their energy, time and resources in witnessing and sharing their faith stories to others. 

Despite the risk of persecution under the Roman Emperor, those early Christians were able to become the church that they were called to be.  They put aside their personal egos and collectively strived toward the up building of the church.  They were empowered by the Holy Spirit to go out and to share their faith with others.  

God does provide us with the opportunity to witness when we establish our faith in its proper foundation, through our spiritual discipline and in prayers.  We must be grounded in God’s wisdom and seek the leading of the Holy Spirit, because if we try to do thing within our own power and according to our plan without consulting God first, WE WILL certainly fail.  


I once came across this book that talked about various approaches of evangelism and outreach.  It identified five approaches of evangelism or sharing our faith story with others.  These 5 approaches are:  Personal, Relational, Servanthood, Intellectual, Teachable Moment.  Let me take a brief moment here to share with you the highlight of each of them:

1) Personal Approach - We share and tell others about our own spiritual journey one person at a time.  Basically we become a story teller of what God has done in our life, sound simple enough?  Well, not so fast, we cannot just hand out Bibles or tracts and expect others to open it, read it and understand it fully.  We must guide them, and explain what it means to others.  How’s that relevant to their lives?  If God’s word is not guided properly, it can also easily be misinterpreted and twisted.  That’s why it’s important that we study and pray together.    There’s a saying that couples that pray together, stay together.  I think that’s true for churches as well.  The key is that we spend time in nurturing and supporting one another and to help one another grow spiritually.  

Romans 10:14-15 tells us that, “how are they to call on one in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in one of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without someone to proclaim him?   And how are they to proclaim him unless they are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!" 

2) Relational Approach – In this approach, we try to build and establish a mutual and trusting relationship with others.  We strive to be a good listener and a “friend” with someone in times of need.  Are we willing to invest our lives in the lives of others?  That takes a great deal amount of time, patience and love for the others.  


This approach is not for everyone.  Relationship building is hard work but it’s also very rewarding to see our efforts did not go in vain. but some are more naturally gifted than others.  We must show that we care about the others, through our actions and our words.  Colossians 4:6 tells us that, “Let our speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that we may know how we ought to answer everyone.”

3) Servanthood Approach - We try to reflect our faith through our personal action and services to the community and others.  How we live our lives, our personal values and priorities are reflections of our character, our faith, and our relationship with Christ.  When we model our lives after Christ, people will take notice.  And likewise when our lives are not mirrored in the Christ-like characters, people will also know.


4) Intellectual Approach - We invite others to a healthy intellectual conversation about spiritual matters, moral concerns or other social ethnical issues.  Keep in mind that we’re not here to get into an intellectual debate about the Bible or about God.  We’re not here to bash the other religions either.  Remember we are to treat one another with “gentleness” and “respect”.  We may have a head-full of knowledge up here but have limited knowledge when it comes to our heart knowledge down here.  

5) Teacheable Moment Approach – Last but not least, we come across major life events in people’s lives, such as death, sickness, marriage, birth, divorce, breakups in relationship, graduation, career change, or being laid off from work.  This perhaps the most familiar to all of us, but at the same time, we’re not sure of what’s the proper thing to do.  These are times when someone may need a friend or a shoulder to cry on.  But we may not be there with them all the time. What better way to introduce this friend of Jesus with those who are seeking?  Show them that God loves them no matter what and that God is with them through all the trails and challenges.  


As we close, let us pray that God will open doors of opportunity for us, so that we can better witness to others in this community and around us, by sharing our resources, our lives and our love for others.  We don’t need to have an advance college or seminary degree in order to share our faith with others.  None of the disciples went to college, nor did they attend any seminary either.  All God expects of us is our willingness to say “YES” to God and to allow the Holy Spirit to work within us.  The Holy Spirit will empower us and teach us what to say and what we shall do.

Remember, it is not up to us for us here to save the world or to convert everyone to be Christians.  Salvation is not to be granted by us but only through Christ.  Christ has already labored through His swork on the Cross.  He has taken on and conquered the death of OUR sins.  For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; but it is the gift of God - not the result of works, so that no one may boast. 
  

Friend, we shall bear witness of our faith by “Always Being Ready” to defend and to share our hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.  Let us “Go into the world and proclaim the good news to the whole creation.”  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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