“You Will Be My Witnesses”

Acts 1:6-9

April 30, 2006

This morning we continue our series on the Christian life; specifically, what does it mean to be a “disciple of Jesus Christ.” Last week, Pastor Jim talked about a disciples’ call to live an “obedient” life. This week, we are going to talk about a disciple’s witness.

It is no coincidence that we are preaching on this topic on the day we are holding our Mission Fair. Mission and witness are complementary – if not synonymous – terms. The mission of the church, according to our Book of Order is “to tell the good news of Jesus Christ as the only Savior and Lord;” (G-3.03“to present the claims of Jesus Christ, leading persons to repentance, acceptance of him as Savior and Lord, and new life as his disciples.” The only way to do that is to bear witness; so let’s look now at our Scripture texts.

Matthew 9:1-9

Acts 1:6-9

1. To have witnesses, something must have happened.

It is tough to think of witness without getting the image of a Perry Mason type of courtroom.

A witness can give testimony about an event that has taken place. They are called to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth about things they have seen and done. 

In legal circles, we have witnessed signatures. A notary is a publicly recognized and official witness to a signature. If someone later challenges the validity or the legitimacy of the signature, the notary can give time, date and personal observation saying, “Yes, this person signed.” 

Likewise, we have wills witnessed. The reason we have wills signed is because the person signing is not around to verify their signature if it is challenged – they are, by necessity, dead. Thus, having live witnesses who are willing to testify that it is that person’s signature is an important thing. In order to impose the appropriate level of certainty, we require that people either swear an oath or make certain affirmations: “I hereby certify that the foregoing is true and accurate to the best of my knowledge, information and belief.”

In Matthew’s case, he is minding his own business when Jesus heals the paralytic. Whether or not Matthew understood the point Jesus was making – that it is easier to tell a paralytic than to have authority to forgive sins – Matthew is aware of the power of God that Jesus has just displayed. Thus, when Jesus says, “Come, follow me,” Matthew does.

In Jesus’ case, he is telling the disciples that they will be his witnesses. Something must have happened. Well, considering that this is the resurrected Jesus that is telling them – that probably counts as a “something” that happened. 

What’s interesting to note here is that the disciples still did not get the significance of what had happened in the Resurrection. They were still waiting for God to make Israel a political power and to throw out Rome; they missed the bigger picture that God effected eternal salvation. 

OK, so what? So the risen Jesus tells the disciples – and you and  me – that he will send the Holy Spirit and that we will be his witnesses. Why is this a big deal? It’s a big deal because it shows how God has made us valuable in his service. God acts first, then calls us to tell each other about what he has done.

Not only does God act for our salvation by raising Jesus from the dead, he gives us something to do as a result. Originally, in the garden, Adam and Eve were gardeners. After the resurrection, we are witnesses. This is our job, this is our purpose. What is the chief end of mankind? Everyone, together: to glorify God and enjoy him forever. Jesus’ resurrection is not simply a hypothetical to be discussed by academics and theologians – it is, instead, an event to which we are called to bear witness. God has acted and Jesus charges us to be his witnesses. It is an honor. 

2. What is a witness: one who shares the good news of what God has done. 

Think about witnesses; A witness tells what they have seen. The disciples saw the Lord Jesus perform miracles. They saw him risen from the dead. It was good news for them to share.

Likewise we have seen miracles. We have seen the transformation in lives when people accept Jesus as Lord and Savior. Perhaps even in our own lives we have seen the power of God displayed. Talk to any of our YWAM or Project Compassion folks to find out what they saw with their own eyes. The power of God is good news for us to share.

A witness tells what they have heard. That’s why we preach the gospel. That’s why we tell each other how God has met us. That’s why we tell each other about what we see God doing.

A witness tells what they know: their experience and their perception. A witness’ life is changed; things are different because of what they have witnessed. A witness is a witness where they are – no one else can do it for you. Witnesses do nothing to deserve to be a witness – you do not try out, you do not fill out an application, you do not purchase it in a store – you are a witness because of what God has done. 

We like to share our witness about good things. Think about parents – get any parents to talk about the birth of their children. It is remarkable. One event, yet two almost completely different stories. They each saw different things. They each heard different things. They each experienced different things. Yet they witnessed the same event. They tell and re-tell and tell once again the story – and in the telling you can see that they have been changed by that event.


This is the thing about being a witness: you do not have to argue anyone into the kingdom. You only have to share what is unique to you: what you have seen, what you have heard, what you have experienced, how your life has changed. No one can argue with those things; instead they can only see how you have been changed.

3. The Greek word for witness is “martureo”, from which we derive the term martyr. 

In the history of the church, martyrs were those men and women who gave up their lives because they had faith in the risen Jesus. They were torn limb from limb, they were tortured, they were beaten, they were fed to wild animals, they were ostracized, they were set on fire. 

Most of us would prefer not to go that route.  Few of us have been called to such a witness; though it continues to happen. Cassie Bernall, the girl from the Columbine shooting and Todd Beamer, the guy on United 93 are two recent examples in our own country’s history whose courage and faith have been an inspirational witness to many.

I count it a blessing that I have not – to date – been required to shed my blood for my faith in Jesus Christ. I am grateful for the opportunities that I have had to share the gospel with people who are lost. Yet I am also aware that I have missed many opportunities to be a witness for Jesus Christ.

What holds you back from being a witness? If you are like me, some of these might sound familiar:

a. I don’t know enough. This can be a stopper before you even get started. However, here are a few things to think about: 

1. One, Jesus promises that he is sending the Holy Spirit. With the Holy Spirit, you will know what to say. Without the Holy Spirit, we’re lost anyway. But Jesus promises and, if we know nothing else, we know that God is faithful to his promises. 

2. Two, we share what we do know and, beyond that, admitting that we don’t know and offering to go find out with someone is a great invitation for both to learn more about faith. 

3. Three, there are ways to begin to learn more. One of the ministries upstairs is Precept ministries – which has been a remarkable blessing to our Sunday School classes and to our Mom’s group. Being trained how to study the Bible inductively has been a tremendous boost to the confidence of many people who have never known how to get into studying the Bible to learn about their faith. And, they are beginning to see how God uses what they have learned in their everyday lives.

b. I’ll say the wrong thing. Then go somewhere where you don’t speak the language. For me, that was Mississippi. (I’m kidding). 

1. Mississippi is where God worked on me with regard to this one; because listening is one of the most important witnessing tools we have. I went on a mission trip to Oxford, Mississippi and found that God used me to talk with local people about incredibly personal things. They needed to share, I needed to be quiet. 

2. There’s a famous story about Francis of Assissi who said, “Preach the gospel. If necessary, use words.” Using words is necessary sometimes – we need them to sing and to praise – so go somewhere to help practice saying the right things. That’s what Bible studies or fellowship groups are designed to do. Our young people are involved in a series of fundraisers to help defray the cost of going to DCLA – a convention for young people to grow in their faith and have the opportunity to share their witness.

c. I don’t know what to do. There are opportunities locally, nationally, and internationally to get involved. You do not have to re-invent the wheel or start from scratch. Being a blessing to this community with our Mission Task Force is a simple first step. If you have an idea; well, then you know what to do, don’t you?

d. I am too busy to get too involved. If this is what is holding you back, there is a fundamental misunderstanding of what a disciple of Jesus is all about: being a witness is something you are more than what you do. It’s not only an another activity to be scheduled in your calendar. It is the essence of your being. It shapes everything you do, everything you decide, everything you say. You have heard this before, but it bears repeating here: if you were charged with being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you beyond a reasonable doubt? If Jesus Christ is your Lord and Savior, you cannot help being different so that people ask you, “What do you have? I want whatever it is that brings you that peace.”

e. I don’t know anyone with whom to share my witness. Often Christians find that they cannot name non-Christian friends. They think they are cloistered and bunkered in and do not have any real opportunities to share their faith. 

1. Bearing witness is for the benefit of believers and non-believers alike. We are to encourage one another. One of the ways we encourage each other is by telling how God has moved in our lives. I have been encouraged by hearing the testimonies of our people – Michael Johnson, Judy Tillyer, Patty Hodges, Barry James, Allyson Roach. I don’t think I’m alone in that. 

2. Further, there are people hurting for whom a witness of compassion and understanding would be life transforming. One of the ministries upstairs is Quickenings, which ministers to families who have suffered the loss of a child through miscarriage, abortion, still-birth or SIDS. Just being present to share the grief of loss – even years later – can be a transforming, healing event. We bear witness when we serve as the compassionate hands and arms of Christ to believers and non-believers.

f. I’m not physically capable of going out? OK, this is a legitimate concern. Yet being a witness means more than going out there; be a witness where you are.  Talk to people where you are about what the church is doing. Talk about Reality Changers – one of the missions we support and San Diego Presbytery supports – which is offering hope and opportunity in circumstances most would consider hopeless. Talk to Chris Yanov up in fellowship hall or any of the students who are getting full scholarships to Harvard, Stanford, or any other of the great schools. We support that – we pray for the success of these students, we are blessed to share and hear about the amazing things God is doing in their lives.

g. I’m afraid: ah, this is the big one. This is usually the unstated and toughest one. Fear is very real. Witnessing often means taking a step of faith – perhaps offending someone, perhaps alienating someone, perhaps making ourselves vulnerable to ridicule. The only way to deal with fear is to practice. Some suggestions: 

1. Read – out loud -- a Psalm a night. 

2. Make a list of blessings to remember to share. 

3. If you are going to meet with someone, think of ways you can affirm the God-given gifts you discern in that person. 

4. Be intentional about looking for one opportunity each day to share something of your faith with another person.

These are all very common hurdles to bearing witness. The church is simply a gathering of witnesses and those curious. The church grows when we share our witness of what God has done in our lives. How many of you are here because you saw a television ad inviting you to church? How many of you are here because you were moved by a publication you received from our denominational headquarters? I have asked those questions all over the country and have yet to find a single person who has raised their hand for those reasons.

The reality is that people come and people stay because they have been invited or they want to see what is going on that makes this place special. They experience worship in which the name of God is praised, in which salvation. 

The Church is most healthy when the people of the Church are excited to share their faith. Because of what God has done in their lives, because of what they have seen God do in other lives, because of the transforming power of the gospel of salvation through Jesus Christ, they cannot contain their joy and have to share or do something. That’s the work of the Church. The Church is most healthy when the people of the Church do the work of the Church – they don’t wait for someone else, somewhere else, to do something else, to be the Church for them. 

The good news of the gospel is not a commodity to be consumed. The gospel is an event to be shared.

Conclusion:

God acts. He tells his witnesses, “Look and see.” Then he says, “Come, follow me, and tell everyone else what you have seen.” Preach the gospel, and, if necessary, use words.

Jesus heals the paralytic and then tells Matthew, “Come, follow me.”

The risen, victorious, death-cannot-hold-me, put-your-finger-where-the-nails-were-put-your-hand-in-my-side, bodily-raised, all-authority-in-heaven-and-earth-has-been-given-to-me Jesus Christ says to his disciples, “You will be my witnesses to Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

Jesus says to you and to me, “Come, follow me. Be my witness where I have called you.” If it is here in Escondido, tell the good news of the resurrection, tell the good news of salvation, tell the good news of the hope we have in Jesus Christ in everything you do or say here in Escondido. 

If God tugs on your heart this morning to pursue taking action beyond Escondido, then go share the good news in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. 

Friends, you are witnesses. You are the only ones who can tell what God has done for you. Go and share. In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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