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    Foreword




    Books on evangelism are either discouraging or encouraging.




    Think about it.




    Few topics are more discouraging when talked about vaguely and guilt-inducingly than evangelism. “How many people have you led to Christ? This week?” “Why didn’t you share the gospel with that new guy at work?” “You can only share the gospel correctly if you do it like this.” “If you really believed this . . .” Never mind. You get the idea.




    And yet, few topics are more encouraging when talked about with biblical wisdom, practical insight and genuine excitement. Stories of evangelism done faithfully, accounts of people’s conversions—these are conversations that kindle my affections for Christ and stoke my enthusiasm to share the good news about him with others.




    But, I have to say honestly, most books on evangelism are more of the discouraging variety. This book is different.




    Not only is this book one of those rare encouraging books on evangelism, but it is one of those even more rare instructive books on evangelism. Think Packer or Metzger, only with more transparent passion and punch.




    This book is like its author. I’ve known Mack for over twenty years. And reading this book is a lot like listening to him talk—an enjoyable experience, where excitement and wisdom mingle freely. Lots of Bible. Lots of stories. Stories, it has to be said, that are right next door to incredible.




    If you wonder if these stories could really be true, let me just add my witness to at least some of them—Mack has a memory like an elephant and lives life in vivid colors. For decades now, I’ve seen Mack do exactly the kind of stuff that he talks about on these pages.




    Mack is one of those people—like Spurgeon or Hudson Taylor


    —to whom amazing things happen. Why do all of these things happen to him? That’s a question that only God can certainly answer. Is it because he is so careful to note, to remember, to recount, and so to encourage Christians and bring God more glory? Mack remembers so many stories. He remembers stories about my life better than I do! And he uses the great acts of God in his own experience to illustrate biblical truths—truths that are important for us to be reminded of.




    In this book, we are given biblical clarity on the gospel, with extraordinary experience in evangelism. The result is an instructive exposé, a warning about where too many of us are today, about how we’ve become fuzzy around the edges—and sometimes even near the core—of the gospel. In this book, Mack puts the evangel back in evangelism. If we read it praying for God’s Spirit to help us apply its truths to our own evangelism, we may do the same.




    




    Mark Dever, Senior Pastor, Capitol Hill Baptist Church, Washington, D.C.




    Director, 9Marks.org
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    Roger's Question




    Don’t Peddle the Gospel




    [image: ]




    Years ago my boss, Roger, asked me, “Mack, who do you want to be?”




    He could tell I bristled at the administration required by my overly administrative job. I think he actually meant “don’t complain.” But I took him more seriously than he intended. So a couple of months later, after mulling that question over in my head, I decided to quit that job, pack up the family and move to the Middle East.




    Roger thought I’d lost my mind.




    We spent a year in transition and preparation and then, just as we readied to depart, 9/11 happened.




    Still, I banged the “For Sale” sign in the front yard of my house the next day, so convinced was I that this was the very opportunity for me to be who I was meant to be. To join in the call of Christ that was wild and free and wonderful. To live the gospel with love and boldness. To show the world that the church’s response to the horrific events of 9/11 were not military, but missionary.




    At least that’s how it felt on 9/12.




    The gut check happened when the house sold on 9/13. Second thoughts swirled through my mind. Were we really moving to the place those suicide bombers lived? Thankfully my wife, more unwavering than her husband, kept us focused and on track so that we, with our three sons, moved to Dubai a few short months later.




    And it’s been wonderful.




    We discovered, once we got here, that the Middle East is made of hospitable and wonderful people, the vast majority of whom are as far away from suicide bombers as most people in America are from chainsaw murderers. It turns out, living the Christian faith in the Muslim world is in some ways easier than living out faith in a secular society. I have far more genuine opportunities to share the gospel than I did in the United States.




    Yet still, I’m amazed at how true those naive and noble thoughts were in the front yard of my house in Kentucky. It truly has been a time to pursue who I was meant to be, to be shaped by the truth of the gospel of Christ.




    Who Does Jesus Want Us to Be?




    So, I’ve often thought of Roger and his question. “Who do you want to be?” I’ve wondered why we don’t ask Roger’s question more. I’ve wondered why we usually ask the question “What do you want to do?” I’m not exactly sure why that is. Maybe it’s because we’re so busy “doing” that we don’t think first. Maybe it’s because we’re raised on the idea that we can make ourselves whatever we want to be. Maybe it’s because we find our identity in our accomplishments or our jobs. Maybe it’s the outcome we fear—after all you could say, “Look at Mack. He started thinking through who he was meant to be and he ended up moving to the Middle East.”




    Well, for whatever reason, I’m convinced we don’t ask Roger’s question enough. And if we don’t ask the question, we get into all kinds of problems in life’s situations. This isn’t new news; after all, didn’t your mother tell you to “think before you act”?




    It’s especially critical to know who we are meant to be spiritually. To leave Roger’s question unasked in our Christian life gets us into a whole host of spiritual problems.




    “Christian . . . who do you want to be?”




    Most Christians, me included, would respond, “I want to be more like Jesus.”




    But wait. It’s too easy to jump from wanting to be more like Jesus to “What Would Jesus Do.” Before we jump, we should make sure we understand who Jesus would have us be.




    Acting without a biblical understanding of who Jesus wants us to be is the reason so many become unhealthy in their spiritual lives, producing unhealthy disciples and unhealthy churches.




    In the same way, to act without a biblical understanding of who Jesus wants us to be in evangelism produces unhealthy evangelists.




    I find that most Christians want to be able to share their faith. But without coming to grips with some basic principles about who we are to be as evangelists, we can produce some unhealthy evangel­ism. So become a healthy evangelist by first asking, “Who do we want to be as people who share their faith?” And we must ask, “Who would Jesus have us be—period?” This is a bedrock question.




    And the answer, in a nutshell: Jesus asks his followers to be people of faith. That is, we put our complete faith and trust in him in two important ways.




    We are people of faith by first believing in Christ. His story comes to us through the message of the gospel. We’ll speak more about the message of the gospel in the next chapter, but it’s enough to say now that there’s some confusion about the gospel, and we need to make sure we’ve got it right so that we can be who we are meant to be.




    Second, we are people of faith by becoming faithful followers. We place our trust in the teachings of Jesus from the Bible.[1]




    Then, springing out of faith in Christ’s work and commitment to his teaching, we endeavor to live faithful lives. We define faithful living according to what Jesus and his apostles define as faithful living in the Bible. It’s a striking thing that we cannot please God without faith (Hebrews 11:6). That means two people can be doing the exact same thing, but one is kingdom work and the other is from the pits of hell. They may look the same, but to God in the spiritual realms, the equation doesn’t work without faith.




    Notice this commitment to faithful living, to action, to doing—including evangelism—only comes after we have answered the question of who we are to be, that is, people of faith in Christ. To share faith means that we must have faith first.




    Sadly, there are many who are busy with religious work who never nail that down. The world is filled with people who are not people of faith first—including Sunday school teachers, pastors and missionaries.




    One of them was my wife. She actively shared her faith in her youth group. Then it dawned on her, while sharing about faith with another high school student, that she wasn’t a person of faith herself. She had not been clear that being a Christian was not a matter of being active in church or Christian culture, but rather was a matter of putting her complete faith and trust in Christ. Fortunately, she took the time to reorder her life, think through who Jesus wanted her to be and place her faith in him. But many never do.




    So why have people jumped to action, in this case evangelistic action, before being people of faith? Maybe it’s because they can. We have not been watchful enough about the conditions of people’s hearts before we ask them to act, because with the right method or program, the condition of a person’s heart isn’t that important. We have become pragmatists.




    The Problem with Pragmatism




    There are numerous obstacles to becoming healthy evangelists. But I’m convinced that the greatest obstacle to healthy evangelism is pragmatism: “doing evangelism” before we ever think who we are meant to be as evangelists. The result is an evangelism that is twisted and deformed.[2]




    Success drives pragmatic evangelism. Pragmatic evangelism never asks the question “Who are we to be as an evangelist?” Pragmatic evangelism only asks the question “What works?”




    Pragmatic evangelism is “doing” evangelism in a way that elevates success and method over anything else. It becomes the business of evangelism. This may look cool or uncool, it may look relevant or irrelevant, but regardless, when evangelism is untethered to who we are meant to be as people of faith, evangelistic practice eventually becomes twisted and deformed. It becomes programmatic rather than personal; it becomes success at any cost, even if the cost is manipulation or even unethical practice. And sadly, because success sells, it’s often unquestioned in the Christian community.




    Pragmatic evangelism is about promotion. It’s rarely concerned about the integrity of the message, since it’s more about style and method than substance and authenticity. Jesus regularly told his disciples not to talk about him. Part of the reason so many are baffled by this command is our pragmatic commitment to promotional evangelism. Jesus understood that in the disciples’ desire to promote, they would promote the wrong things in the wrong way.




    After Peter has made the stunning confession that Jesus was the son of the living God (Matthew 16:16), Jesus strictly warns them not to speak of him. Why? Though they knew a bit about who Jesus was, they didn’t have the message right. So when Jesus begins to teach about his coming torture and crucifixion, Peter rebukes Jesus for such an awful idea, proving he didn’t understand the message—and this only a moment after Peter has spoken rightly about Christ’s true identity. Jesus rebukes Peter and says that his thoughts are the thoughts of men and of Satan, not of God. Peter may have been the first pragmatic evangelist, but not the last.




    Do you see the similarity with us? We can speak beautifully about the glorious revelation of Jesus being the Christ, and in almost the same breath speak “Satanic verses” that deny the cross.




    Pragmatic evangelism offers methods. Shelves of Christian bookstores are filled with books on evangelistic methods—both personal methods and methods for church growth. When those methods are no longer successful, rebels ridicule yesteryear’s method and offer more palatable and effective methods in their place, which is really not that different than marketing the same product in a new and better wrapper.




    Pragmatic evangelism counts: converts, members, programs, but rarely counts faithfulness to the message or the faithfulness of the messenger.




    As a result most people, when they consider evangelism, think of questions that lead people to some spiritual conclusion, or service programs that gain applause from the community, or a way to tailor church services to be more appealing. I’m not opposed to soup kitchens or jazz in the church foyer as long as we don’t think these things are the same thing as evangelism. But they will become unhealthy evangelism if they build on an unhealthy platform, that is, if we’ve not asked and answered Roger’s question.




    Besides, when we take this product off the shelf, drawn to it at first by the bedazzling glitter and promise of results, and look at it closely, we don’t like what we see. There’s just this sense that the core message of the Christian faith sure takes a lot of human effort to get across or, worse, that the core message is lost altogether. Do we really need to entertain people to get them to listen to the gospel? It’s been an effective method for drawing in numbers of people, but has it really produced a robust evangelism or robust faith? Play jazz if you want, but play to glorify God in and of itself, not to do evangelism.




    Recently I was leading a seminar on evangelism. Since I believe that evangelism is a matter of knowing the gospel and living the gospel, both of which include, when appropriate, speaking the gospel, that’s what we talked about. At the end of the seminar a man came up to me and said, “Mack, I’m so grateful for our time. I confess I almost didn’t come—usually these seminars make me feel like I’m in training to become an insurance salesman.”




    Now, I don’t have anything against insurance salesmen—or any salesmen for that matter, but I knew what he meant. Somehow there’s this feeling that as evangelists we must learn how to




    

      	pitch the message with a careful appeal to self-interest




      	promote a program with pizzazz




      	overcome hesitancies with a winsome manner




      	avoid any offense or problems




      	answer objections with humor




      	instill fears of losing out




      	manipulate conversation to a point of decision




      	sign on the dotted line with a sinner’s prayer and




      	hone our skills to close the deal


    




    Which is fine for insurance, I guess, but Jesus?




    For one, Jesus is far too precious to be trivialized that way—and I know Christian insurance agents who agree. So why is it that we keep trying to package the gospel and market it?




    Well, because it works, at least if you believe statistics. George Barna reports that 45 percent of Americans in 2006 claim to be born again. That’s 130 million people! Yet something seems terribly wrong, since Barna also notes that only 9 percent seem to take what Jesus says seriously in their lives. Many claim Jesus as Lord, but if they don’t do what he says, it indicates—according to Jesus—that they aren’t his followers in the first place (Luke 6:46).




    Could it be that people have prayed a prayer of commitment to the wrong God or agreed to follow something other than Jesus? Maybe they’ve been led to think that they can take Jesus and mix it with their own way of thinking?




    Could it be that people have been persuaded to purchase a bill of goods that doesn’t tell the whole story about Jesus in the first place? Maybe much the same as when people purchase, say, an insurance policy without really knowing what it says?




    You bet. It happens all the time, with insurance and with Jesus.




    So because people are so concerned about results and numbers, their converts often pray to a different God, follow another Jesus, mix Jesus with human thinking without knowing the whole story.




    But is that who we want to be as bearers of the good news? Do we want to peddle the gospel (2 Corinthians 2:17)?




    No, as evangelists we want to be people who are more concerned with our faithfulness in presenting Christ clearly than we are with results. We want to be the kind of evangelists who take people more seriously than to manipulate them into a prayer of commitment. And we want to be people who present the gospel with care, knowing spiritual lives are at stake.




    Okay, so becoming a healthy evangelist is not about what we do, but who we are. We see how pragmatic evangelism can be dangerous to genuine faith. But if it’s not pragmatic evangelism what is it? How do we become healthy evangelists?




    The first step is to make sure we understand the gospel of Jesus, something a bit more controversial than you might think—the subject of the next chapter.
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